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Foreword 

ERNEST R. MAY 

The Washington Conference on 1921-22 has often been a source for 
historical lessons. Through the 1920s, the conference served as an 
example of how bold risk-taking could advance disarmament. 
Charles Evans Hughes, the American Secretary of State, had opened 
the conference with a dramatic offer to stop building big-gun war
ships and even to scrap some, provided other naval powers would do 
likewise. The conference ended with agreements setting such limits. It 
also produced accords promising an end to longstanding rivalries in 
Asia. When later conferences yielded less, commentators chided the 
negotiators for not showing Hughes' courage. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, different lessons were drawn. Military 
and naval officers had criticized the Washington treaties from the 
beginning. They maintained that force levels should be calibrated to 
potential threats, not set at fixed levels dictated by financial and 
domestic political concerns. Caught unawares by Hughes' proposal 
and its instant popularity, the admirals attending the Washington 
Conference had been powerless. (The chapters here by Michael Fry, 
William R. Braisted, and Sadao Asada illustrate wonderfully the 
illusions of the admirals when preparing for the conference.) In later 
negotiations, as detailed here by Braisted, Asada, Brian McKercher 
and Thomas Buckley, professional military and naval officers had 
greater say. That had something to do with the slow progress toward 
setting limits for other types of warships and weapons. Then, in the 
1930s, when warship building resumed and conflicts over Asia 
revived, the naval officers' view of the Washington Conference gained 
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adherents. Commentators now pointed to the Washington Confer
ence as exemplifying wishful thinking. 

The first serious history of the Washington Conference, Harold and 
Margaret Sprout's Toward a New Order of Sea Power, published in 
1940, supported both positive and negative readings of the confer
ence's lessons for the future. The Sprouts argued, on the one hand, 
that the conference had prevented a new arms race. They pointed out, 
on the other hand, that the conference had fostered illusory expec
tations. Too much had been left to hope alone. The democratic 
nations had been relatively slow to abandon hope. As a result, they 
had found themselves at a disadvantage. In effect, the Sprouts said 
that the Washington Conference pointed a double moral. The first 
was the virtue of risk-taking for the sake of peace, but the second was 
the need to nail down details, to police performance, and to depend as 
little as possible on simple good will. 

In the early Cold War, the second of these lesson dominated. In 
debates over the Baruch Plan and other proposals for international 
control of nuclear weapons, sceptics cited the inter-war naval agree
ments as evidence of the need for tightly drawn enforcement 
provisions. 

Later, as Cold War tensions lessened, the Washington Conference 
came again to be seen as teaching multiple lessons. The American and 
Soviet governments turned to arms limitation negotiation as a means 
of stemming 'overkill'. Drawing on historians' studies, the Oxford 
political scientist, Hedley Bull, urged that negotiators note how the 
naval limitations agreements had produced unanticipated conse
quences. Agreed limits on big-gun warships had stimulated work on 
alternative systems, particularly aircraft carriers and submarines. Bull 
argued that something similar could occur if the American and Soviet 
governments focused only on intercontinental-range nuclear 
weapons. 1 

At about the same time, several new histories appeared. They 
largely supplanted the earlier study by the Sprouts. Stephen Roskill 
and William Braisted dealt with the Washington Conference in the 
context of their histories respectively of the British and American 
navies. Sadao Asada dealt with it in the general context of 
US-Japanese relations. Thomas Buckley and Roger Dingman wrote 
about the conference itself. Each emphasized the extent to which 
domestic politics had shaped governmental policies.2 
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These new histories highlighted points particularly appropriate for 
the 1970s and 1980s. In that period, SALT negotiations foundered as 
a result of executive-legislative differences in the United States and 
sensitivities in the Soviet Politburo. There followed the election of 
Ronald Reagan, 'evil empire' rhetoric, the Strategic Defense Initiative, 
and new Soviet missile deployments, all seeming to portend a second 
Cold War. Then came Mikhail Gorbachev's perestroika, START, and 
eventually genuine detente. Drawing on studies such as those of 
Buckley and Dingman, political scientists cited the Washington 
Conference to warn against arms limitation agreements signed with
out clearly sustainable public support. They warned also against 
agreements that assumed a constraint like public opinion on the 
Soviet side.·' 

This volume begins a third wave of historical writing on the 
Washington Conference and its aftermath. In addition to bringing up 
to date the accounts in earlier histories, it places more fully on stage 
the governments of France, Italy, China, and the British Dominions. 
In addition, this volume tells the story of the Washington Conference 
from a vantage point beyond the Cold War. 

Because of the prominence of arms control both during the inter
war years and during the Cold War, policy lessons taken from the 
Washington Conference have had to do mostly with that subject. In 
fact, of course, as is most apparent here in the chapters on the 
dominions, the continental powers, and China, the conference had a 
much larger agenda. It produced agreements promising stability and 
cooperation throughout the Pacific area. 

In post-Cold War retrospect, the Washington Conference looms 
more clearly as one of several linked efforts to create a new inter
national order. The comprehensive effort at Paris in 1919 had failed. 
It had provoked resentment or disappointment or both and had 
satisfied almost no one. Except for British Prime Minister David 
Lloyd George, the principals were all repudiated at home. (And Lloyd 
George clung to office by his fingernails.) 

Dealing with problems piecemeal rather than with any thought
through formula, the successors of the Paris peacemakers developed 
regional arrangements. The Treaty of Riga of March 1921, ending a 
war between Russia and Poland, allowed the new, revolutionized 
Russia to isolate itself temporarily from the great power system in 
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which Tsarist Russia had been an integral force. The Washington 
Conference stabilized relationships on the seas and in East Asia. The 
Lausanne treaties of July 1923 effectively isolated the former 
Ottoman Empire. Then, in October 1925, the Locarno treaties sought 
to transform the former great power system into a regional system in 
which, as French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand said, governments 
would no longer ask about a treaty: 'against whom?' Instead, they 
would ask: 'for what?' 

These interlocking systems proved fragile. In one way or another, 
they all depended on the great storage battery of the North American 
economy. When that battery ran dry, the new order of the 1920s 
disintegrated. Its short life should not, however, diminish its interest 
or relevance. There are in the 1920s parallels with contemporaneous 
efforts to create regional systems and comprehensive regimes, such as 
those for the oceans and the environment. The fact that the earlier 
new order came to such a quick end is itself instructive, for it suggests 
the need to worry whether the current systems and regimes could 
withstand a shock comparable to that which ushered in the Great 
Depression. 

Like those who convened in Washington in November 1921, we 
who live in the 1990s face a future more full of uncertainty than the 
futures faced by our immediate forebears. We have no clear sense of 
what will be the sides or stakes in the future. We are even in doubt 
whether future competition will be essentially international. The 
eminent political scientist, Samuel P. Huntington, argues that civiliza
tions rather than nations will be the key competitors in the world to 
come.4 

In these circumstances, it is surely worthwhile to look closely - as 
this volume does - at the specifics of past attempts to construct new 
systems of relationships crossing national and cultural boundaries. As 
the Sprouts' book stimulated thought during and after World War II 
and as works such as Asada's, Buckley's, and Dingman's stimulated 
thought during the era of SALT and START, so this volume ought to 
help the thinking of those who are trying to see their way into a post
Cold War world. 
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Introduction 

The Washington Conference was one of the most celebrated diploma
tic meetings between the two world wars. In late 1921, representa
tives of the world's leading powers met to establish a naval arms 
control regime and to bring stability to East Asia. Their deliberations 
took almost three months. At the time, the work of the delegates 
received almost general approval. The Washington Conference pro
vided the basis for the great powers to cooperate in mutually limiting 
their navies and avoiding conflict in the Pacific. In reaching an arms 
control agreement, a looming arms race between Great Britain, 
Japan, and the United States in monster capital ships was averted. 
The delegates also reached agreement to promote cooperation in 
working out potentially disruptive security problems in the Far East. 
Britain and Japan, for example, agreed to drop their 20-year-old 
alliance and replace it with agreements that included the other major 
powers concerned with East Asia. At Washington, the negotiators 
appeared to achieve their most ambitious aims in reconciling the 
conflicting security aims of its participants. 

Yet the agreements reached at Washington ultimately failed. Less 
than ten years after the conference, Japan's actions in Manchuria 
showed up the flimsiness of the agreements reached to construct a 
new order in Asia. By the mid-1930s, the naval arms control frame
work established at Washington no longer worked. As a result, the 
competition in monster warships resumed. When viewed from the 
perspective of the Second World War, the Washington Conference 
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appears a futile exercise. Not only did it not produce a lasting 
settlement, the Washington Conference contributed to the failure 
of Britain and the United States to defend a liberal international 
order. Because of the arms control regime established at Washington, 
Britain and the United States did not rearm quickly enough in the 
1930s. These two countries also failed to restrain Japan within 
the cooperative framework called for by the Four-Power and Nine
Power treaties. 

Because of its significance, the Washington Conference has been 
the subject of many fine studies over the past 70 years. Evaluating the 
strategies of the various participants and the results of the conference 
nonetheless remains a difficult problem for study by historians and 
international relations specialists. First, five major naval powers were 
involved in arms control negotiations. Analysing multilateral arms 
control negotiations is a demanding research assignment, requiring 
an examination of the motivations of each participant. Several major 
studies already exist that deal with the decision making on naval arms 
control in Britain, Japan, and the United States. Italy and France, on 
the other hand, have received far less attention in studies dealing with 
the Washington Conference. The Washington Conference thus re
mains a valuable case study for analysing multilateral arms control. 
Second, the Washington Conference tackled the difficult issues of 
establishing an international order in East Asia that could withstand 
the conflicting security aims of the major powers. The ongoing revo
lutionary turmoil in China posed an especially difficult task. Japan's 
security rested ultimately not only on the naval balance achieved in 
arms control but by resolving Japanese claims on the mainland of 
Asia. In addition, study of the Washington Conference must include 
an examination of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Third, no study of 
the Washington Conference can afford to ignore an examination of 
the relationship between domestic politics, economic pressures, and 
foreign policy. Quite clearly, this is a daunting research agenda. 

By putting together this collection of essays the editors have 
sought to overcome the inherent difficulties in providing a compre
hensive treatment of the Washington Conference. Our goal is to 
provide in-depth coverage of the genesis of the Conference, its 
actual course, and its aftermath. An essay appears on each of the 
major participants at Washington. The objective throughout the issue 
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has been to provide a genuine multinational perspective on the 
Washington Conference. 

It is our hope that a fresh examination of the Washington 
Conference will also appear timely. The twin objectives of promoting 
international stability and mutual arms reductions in the aftermath of 
a great war are no strangers to today's decision-makers and policy 
analysts. With the end of the cold war, today's major powers are 
attempting to establish a new liberal world order and resolve the 
potentially explosive international rivalries in East Asia. The 
Washington Conference provides both a model and a cautionary tale 
on the limits of cooperation. 



The Evolution of British 
Diplomatic Strategy for the 

Washington Conference 

ERIK GOLDSTEIN 

Introduction 

The evolution of British diplomatic strategy leading to the Washing
ton Conference is part of a continuum of British thinking on the 
position of the United Kingdom and its Empire stretching from the 
last months of the Great War through to the Second World War. For 
Britain 1919 marked the zenith of empire, the age of expansion was 
over and a period of consolidation had begun. The Paris peace 
settlement had established the framework of a post-war order which 
was generally congenial to Britain; Germany had been reduced to a 
manageable size for European equilibrium, France had been pre
vented from achieving western European hegemony, the League of 
Nations enshrined British principles without undue British commit
ments, and the richest colonial spoils had passed to Britain through 
the facility of League mandates. Many critical matters remained 
unresolved, however, and throughout 1920-21 British policy makers 
searched for ways to resolve these problems, and to resolve them in a 
way favourable to Britain, for although the Empire was at its height it 
faced terrifying vulnerabilities. 

After the first flush of victory in 1918, when all had seemed 
possible, Britain began to confront a series of crises which had been 
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obscured by the concentration of attention on the war effort. There 
were rising demands for independence as seen by revolts in Ireland 
and India, while the stretched nature of British military power was 
revealed by fighting in Egypt and Afghanistan - and that was only 
during the latter part of 1919. Britain's ability to remedy this over
extension of its existing capabilities was constrained by an economic 
position weakened by four years of war. This was already causing 
severe domestic labour unrest, which made it unlikely that any gov
ernment would be able to allocate extra resources to imperial defence, 
particularly in the expensive category of naval supremacy, a supre
macy under direct threat through the escalation of naval building 
being projected by the United States and Japan. The Japanese had just 
launched the world's largest battleship, the Mutsu, the United States 
was constructing seven battleships and six battle cruisers, and in an 
attempt to maintain its position Britain had four Hood class super
dreadnoughts under way. Japan and the United States were continu
ing to drift further apart in their relations, causing the potential for 
confrontation in the Pacific. In these circumstances Britain had to 
consider how to safeguard its regional security in areas of concern 
such as the Pacific, where it had to date relied on an alliance of 
convenience with Japan which was now due for renewal. All these 
concerns led Britain to a reassessment of its strategic position. As it 
became evident throughout late 1919 and 1920 that the Empire had 
now entered a period of consolidation, a debate ensued as to what 
Britain should do to respond to these problems, at the same time 
taking stock of its international position. 

The catalyst for this reconsideration was the conjunction of three 
key events: the looming expiry of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, a 
change of administration in the United States, and the convening of 
the first Imperial Conference since the end of the war. The latter event 
provided the forum for airing this debate, while simultaneously indi
cating the growing divergence of strategic view amidst the com
ponents of the Empire. 

British Perceptions of World Order 

As the paladins of the Empire gathered in London during June-July 
1921 for the Imperial Conference they were in no doubt that they had 
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done well in the war. The ebullient Billy Hughes of Australia 
exclaimed, 'We are like so many Alexanders. What other worlds have 
we to conquer?', while the more judicious Jan Smuts of South Africa 
observed that the British Empire 'emerged from the war quite the 
greatest Power in the world, and it is only unwisdom or unsound 
policy that could rob her of that great position'.1 Such self-assurance 
was matched by a strong moral belief in the Empire's role, possibly 
inspired by the need to compete with the moral pronouncements of 
Wilson and Lenin. Lord Curzon, the Foreign Secretary, observed that 

The British Empire is a saving fact in a very distracted world. It is 
the most hopeful experiment in human organisation which the 
world has yet seen'. 2 

Britain, however, now needed a period of international quiescence in 
which to consolidate its position. Curzon defined the object for 
Britain to be 'to keep what we have obtained ... not to seize anything 
else; to reconcile, not to defy; to pacify, not to conquer'.3 

This was likely to be a difficult policy to follow in what was 
acknowledged to be a world still shuddering from the upheavals of 
war. Curzon noted that 'the whole world is still, although the war has 
ceased for two years, in a state of disturbance'.4 Smuts commented 
that, 'The world is bankrupt and half mad, and it must come to a 
crisis again'.5 He argued that imperial policy should be one of inde
pendence from Europe and of close cooperation with the United 
States. Curzon, however, was worried by this reflexive drift to 19th
century views. He saw all the problems of the global situation as 
interlocking and advised that 'A policy of splendid isolation is no 
longer possible, is not possible for a country like Britain, geographi
cally situated as we are'. 6 Given the global nature of British concerns 
what was needed was to identify its prime threat, or at the very least 
the region of the world upon which it had to focus its attention. The 
debate, however, preferred to focus not on threat assessment but on 
the more congenial task of ally selection. For an empire under strain it 
was an indulgence not to think in terms of potential enemies, com
forting itself instead with the fantasy that all states craved the possi
bility of an alliance with Britain. 
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The Anglo-Japanese Alliance 

7 

An issue which had to be resolved was the problem of whether or not 
to renew the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, first concluded in 1902, and 
renewed in 1905 and 1911, and now due to expire in 1921. It had 
served both partners well during its life, but now the interests of the 
partners were more obviously divergent than previously. It was 
clearly an unsympathetic alliance, with little sense of common pur
pose. The Foreign Office advised in February 1921, 'Japan aspires to 
the hegemony of the Far East .. .'?There was also growing Anglo
Japanese economic competition. There was concern over Japanese 
envy of Britain's world-wide Empire, which invited comparison to 
Germany's pre-war jealousy which had caused so much friction. 
Curzon thought that if this were the case, and Japan was indeed an 
aggressive power, 

There can be no doubt that while the Anglo-Japanese Alliance has 
lasted, whether we continue it or not, it has enabled us to exercise a 
very powerful controlling influence on the sometimes dangerous 
ambitions of Japan. 8 

The growing divergence of Japan and the United States also made 
renewal a potential further cause of difficulty with the United States. 
The Foreign Office, however, advised maintaining the Anglo
Japanese Alliance while attempting good relations with the United 
States, at least until a tripartite agreement on the points of conflict 
had been reached between these three great Pacific powers. 

On the second anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Versailles 
the Imperial Conference began its discussions as to the future of the 
alliance with Japan. Both Balfour and Curzon warned of the danger 
of ending the alliance. Balfour delivered the Committee of Imperial 
Defence's (CID) view that renewal was required from a purely stra
tegic point of view: 

we may turn a faithful friend into a very formidable enemy, and 
to turn a faithful friend into a formidable enemy at a moment 
when you find yourselves relatively unprepared to meet any 
attack from the former friend and the present enemy is the very 
worst policy you could possibly pursue from a strictly military 
point of view.9 
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This captures the tenor of the ensuing discussions, where unease with 
the Japanese alliance was balanced by worry over the impact of 
ending the arrangement. Japan, however, was not the only wartime 
ally to be causing concern to Britain. 

Fear of France 

Much of British diplomacy at the Paris Peace Conference had been 
aimed not at punishing the defeated central powers, but at assuring 
that France did not dominate western Europe.10 The concurrent 
collapse of the carefully constructed Paris settlement and of President 
Wilson had led France to return to a policy of assuring its position 
through establishing regional hegemony. Britain throughout the 
post-First World War period was always keeping a weather eye on 
French intentions. Curzon in briefing the 1921 Imperial Conference 
noted, 

The Ministers present will see at once what her [France's] 
object is - with Lorraine, the Saar Valley and the Ruhr in 
her occupation, she becomes the mistress of Europe in respect 
of coal, iron and steel, and with those countries under her 
military command she would also become the military mon
arch.11 

While he admitted that this was not necessarily the policy of the 
current government in Paris the idea was there, permeating French 
thinking. Smuts advised against having any ties with France: 'We 
have found it difficult to work with her under war conditions; we find 
it more difficult to work with her under peace conditions'Y He 
warned that French aims were significantly different from Britain's as 
France was busy creating its vision of Europe and that the result of 
this would be that 'we shall have a Continent under the leadership of 
France, which would be a very dangerous thing for this country'. 13 

Curzon admitted that France was a problem, but that it was therefore 
better to be in a treaty relationship with it: 

We go about arm in arm with her, but with one of our hands on 
her collar, and if we relax that control I myself should be very 
much alarmed at the consequences that would ensue. 14 
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It was the potential of difficulty with France which was one of the 
factors driving Britain to look to the United States. The General Staff 
in a briefing document on the question of disarmament voiced 
its concerns, with the assessment that France's aspiration was 'to 
become the dominating Continental Power in Europe'. 15 There 
was a real fear that the success of an arms reduction settlement 
evolved on the basis of Pacific problems would leave Britain weak
ened in Europe, particularly against France. The Cabinet noted the 
view in November 1921, in the wake of the opening of the confer
ence, that 

so long as France maintained her powerful army in being, the 
state of Europe would remain unsettled and that it would 
be a most serious matter if as a result of the Washington 
Conference Great Britain was the only European power to be 
disarmed.16 

This view, and the data supporting it, was considered important 
enough for Lloyd George to communicate it to Balfour, the head of 
the British delegation at Washington, who was informed of the CID's 
estimates that a French army could field when fully mobilized 100 
divisions, if overseas forces were included, to which its east European 
allies could add a further 79 divisions. The Air Staff estimated that 
the French Air Force could drop daily 31 tons of bombs on London 
and south-east England. The French demand at the Washington 
Conference to be allowed a large submarine fleet particularly worried 
Britain as to French intentions. While not doubting current good 
relations, the CID viewed 

with apprehension the situation in which Great Britain may find 
herself in a few years hence with obsolete battleships and negli
gible military and air forces, with France in possession of large 
military air forces, and a fleet to which may be added up-to-date 
flotillas. 17 

The submarine issue deeply concerned Churchill, who observed that 
'A French submarine fleet could only be built against us' .18 There 
was a whimsical belief that the United States shared this distrust of 
France. Sir Auckland Geddes, the British Ambassador in Washington, 
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reported 'the intense dislike of the French people felt by many ex
soldiers who served in France .. .'. 19 Such a shared common dislike 
could help provide the basis for an alliance, and it is clear that Britain 
continued to look with hope for any evidence that an alliance with 
Washington was possible. 

The United States 

Much as Britain wanted amity and cooperation with the United States 
in principle, in practice there were many obstacles. One consideration 
which underlay all these discussions were the financial difficulties 
between the two countries. The Wilson Administration in its last days 
had been adamant on repayment of the war debt. Geddes warned that 
the incoming administration would be no better and intended 'to 
prevent us from paying our debts by sending goods to America and 
they look for the opportunity to treat us as a vassal State so long as 
the debt remains unpaid'. 20 The Lloyd George Government hoped 
that good relations could be established with the new administration, 
and throughout the Washington Conference period it never forgot the 
need to try to ameliorate the debt question. Curzon reminded 
Churchill that the United States could always say that 

If you don't agree to leave off shipbuilding, i.e. to accept the second 
place and quit your objectionable association with Japan, will 
you please at least pay interest, and arrears of interest, on your 
debt.21 

One of the many subtexts to British concerns at the conference was 
the need to persuade the Americans that it would be just as profitable 
to be friendly with Britain as to exact repayment. The Cabinet on the 
eve of the Washington Conference noted that 'the financial position 
between Great Britain and the United States (which though not part 
of the Agenda of the Conference) has an important bearing'P 

On East Asia the Foreign Office observed in February 1921 that, 'in 
spite of similarity of interests, a working agreement is of extreme 
difficulty. If we were able to count with certainty upon the active co
operation of the United States, the need for an alliance with Japan 
would not be apparent'.23 The difficulty was that close cooperation 
with both Japan and the United States was made impossible because 
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their interests were seen to clash at every point. 24 The Foreign Office 
summed up the conundrum facing Britain: 

Our future course lies between our ally with whom our interests 
conflict, and our friend who is united to us by race, tradition, 
community of interests and ideals. It will be difficult for us to 
steer a straight course, both parties will no doubt reproach us, as 
they have done in the past, for not giving them more whole
hearted support against the other, but this course as outlined 
must be steered, our interests demand it. 25 

British thinking clearly yearned to return to the age of Castlereagh. 
Lloyd George compared the situation to the unsettled state which 
followed the Napoleonic wars, and like his predecessors at that time 
there was an instinctive turning to the United States as a counter
weight. Having called the New World into existence to redress the 
balance of the old during the recent war, it had no desire to see it 
retreat again into its hemispheric fastness. Britain since 1900 had 
acknowledged its growing need for allies, but it remained suspicious 
of the continental powers. The United States was considered a much 
more suitable ally than any continental power, and many figures 
supported a move to smooth out existing difficulties with the United 
States in order to open the way for some form of common under
standing. The way for this seemed to be opening with the swearing in 
of a new administration in Washington in March 1921. Changes of 
administration always offer new opportunities and there is a discern
ible drive towards a rapprochement with the United States from early 
1921 to the end of the Washington Conference, when it was assumed 
this had been achieved. 26 

Lloyd George in opening the Imperial Conference of 1921 observed 
to his fellow premiers that 'Friendly co-operation with the United 
States is for us a cardinal principle, dictated by what seems to us the 
proper nature of things, dictated by instinct quite as much as by 
reason and common sense'.27 This view was seconded by Smuts who 
stated: 'To my mind it seems clear that the only path of safety for the 
British Empire is a path on which she can walk together with 
America' .28 Unlike the Australian and New Zealand premiers who 
were concerned about good relations with Japan, or the Canadians 
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who were concerned with their immediate neighbour, or the London 
Government which kept a wary eye on the European continent, 
Smuts was able to take a detached view of the situation of the Empire 
as a whole. As such his views carried unusual weight. He was clearly 
of the opinion that the direction Britain should look in was that of the 
United States. He hoped that, 'If we could get America once more to 
work with us, even if she were not in the League of Nations, it might 
alter the whole situation'.29 His view was that Britain should stay 
independent of European entanglements and work for close coop
eration with the United States. 'I am strongly for union with America 
and for coming to some general settlement with America as the basis 
for our foreign policy'. 30 There was therefore strong sentiment in 
favour of cooperation with the United States, the difficulty posed was 
how to get the United States involved. 

United States Re-entry 

Curzon observed that at the end of the Wilson administration, 
'Official relations with the American Government almost ceased to 
exist, and for ten months we practically did no business with America 
at all'.31 The United States had slowly withdrawn from the Allied 
councils, but there were indications that the new Harding 
Administration was interested in finding ways for the United States to 
participate in international councils, although the structures devel
oped by Wilson were clearly impossible for domestic political 
reasons. The United Kingdom had grasped hold of what was inter
preted to be a signal to this effect when Harding spoke of an 
Association of Nations.32 These tantalizing indications showed that 
first of all Britain faced the necessity of puzzling out what the views of 
the incoming administration were. Anything probably seemed an 
improvement to the grating moralism of Wilson, and more perti
nently his commitment to a large navy. Britain hoped that the new 
administration would not only be more effective through its control 
of Congress, a situation very reassuring to products of the parliamen
tary tradition, but also less committed to navalism. 

The year 1921 began with a dispatch from Geddes reporting a 
newspaper article which was suspected of reporting Harding's views. 
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This article projected American naval power surpassing the Royal 
Navy within three years, and suggested the United States should wait 
until then to be able to negotiate from a position of strength. 33 These 
reports were reinforced by such evidence as a conversation between 
Lord Riddell and a prominent American journalist only a few 
days after Geddes' dispatch, in which Riddell was told that 'The 
Americans were justly entitled to desire a powerful navy and mercan
tile marine'. 34 Geddes followed his report with a dispatch expressing 
the view that, 'any formula that would preserve British naval supre
macy will be rejected and we shall have to face results of an extensive 
American naval programme ... ', 35 and Geddes reinforced these 
views in a personal letter to the Prime Minister's secretary in which he 
stressed the influence of a strong anglophobe group in Harding's 
entourage, viewing their object as being, 'to transfer the centre of 
English speaking power to North America .... They regard England 
as crippled and this as their opportunity and they propose to grasp it 
- not in hatred but in fulfilment of their country's destiny'.36 Sir 
William Tyrrell of the Foreign Office, with his experience of the 
United States and a generally acerbic view of the world, noted that 
Britain still had a chance to defuse the problem, as unless the Middle 
West was converted to navalism it would remain a paper fleet. Tyrrell 
at least perceived that the new administration would be facing similar 
pressures for financial cutbacks, and that Britain could take advan
tage of this.37 

Reports as to the United States' intentions came in at frequent 
intervals from the Washington embassy. As the new administration 
finally settled in Geddes reported: 'View held by administration is 
stated to be that any international conference on this special question 
attracting as it would wide publicity would only breed suspicion and 
would be unlikely to achieve concrete results'.38 The fear remained 
that the United States would not negotiate until it had built its navy, 
forcing Britain into an expensive naval race in order to maintain its 
one-power standard. Churchill even went so far as to tell the Japanese 
Ambassador that he considered Britain's 'most important object was 
to avoid a naval rivalry between Great Britain and the United States, 
but that, subject to that, I was a well-wisher of Japan',39 while to his 
colleagues he observed: 'It would be a ghastly state of affairs if we 
were to drift into direct naval rivalry with the United States .. .'.40 
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The need to avoid this was clear to both the British Cabinet and the 
Imperial Conference. 

Naval Rivalry 

Of all the problems confronting Anglo-American relations none was 
more worrying to Britain than America's ambitious 1916 Naval 
Building programme, which had the clearly defined goal of creating a 
navy second to none. Tyrrell had observed to Edward House, in the 
last days of the Wilson Administration, 'We are hearing a great deal 
about the naval agitation in your country, and I cannot help being 
struck by the similarity of arguments being used in support of that 
policy with those that were trotted out by the Tirpitz crowd'. 41 

Britain had undoubtedly heaved a sigh of relief when the German 
officers scuppered their fleet at Scapa Flow, thereby putting an end to 
a threat that had haunted Britain since 1899. The ghost of the pre
war naval arms race still haunted the Government. Lloyd George told 
the opening session of the Imperial Conference that 'sea power is 
necessarily the basis of the whole Empire's existence'.42 In November 
1918 the Royal Navy had indeed achieved a nearly equal tonnage and 
number of ships with all the remaining major fleets of the world 
combined. By 1921 it had reduced its strategic naval doctrine from 
that of a two-standard to a one-standard navy, but the threat to what 
was a seaborne empire connected only by tenuous nautical strands 
was there. Although Britain had laid down no new capital ships since 
1916, the Cabinet in March 1921 reluctantly accepted the American 
challenge and authorized the appropriation of funds to begin four 
new giant battle cruisers.43 The naval arms race with Germany had 
been bad enough, and now, as Billy Hughes noted, 'The appalling 
race for naval supremacy has already begun, although the fires of the 
Great War are not yet cold'.44 

The CID warned in a paper on the eve of the Imperial Conference, 
'The United States of America and Japan ... already possess the 
second and third strongest navies in the world and undoubtedly will 
in the next few years, unless further construction is undertaken in the 
British Empire, become the first and second naval Powers in the world 
... '.45 Any British naval building though would also require substan
tial infrastructural developments in Asia to adapt facilities to much 
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larger capital ships and to store oil. One reason the CID advised a 
renewal of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was to avoid dealing immedi
ately with these eventual calls on the British purse. 

Smuts was of the opinion that 'The most fateful mistake of all ... 
would be a race of armaments against America' .46 Churchill ex
pressed a similar view as he 'considered our most important object 
was to avoid a naval rivalry between Great Britain and the United 
States, but that, subject to that, he was a well-wisher of Japan'.47 

Churchill indeed was one of those most concerned with the impli
cations of a naval arms race with the United States, and he thought its 
avoidance should be a principal aim of British policy. He was frank in 
warning the Cabinet that if the United States chose 'to put up the 
money and persevere, [it would] have a good chance of becoming the 
strongest Naval Power in the world and thus obtaining the complete 
mastery of the Pacific' .48 Any competition with the United States 
would involve Britain in ruinous expense. The advantages were 
clearly felt to lie with the United States, Churchill noting that, 'In all 
this business the United States have a great deal to give and a great 
deal more to withhold'.49 

The Initiative 

How to draw the United States back into the international conference 
circuit posed several problems. Geddes reported that a reliable source 
had informed him that the Harding Administration believed that any 
conference on disarmament would of course attract wide publicity 
and would therefore only breed suspicion without much likelihood of 
achieving concrete results. 5° Whatever the reliability of this report it 
was indicative of the widespread belief that in the aftermath of the 
Paris Peace Conference the United States had developed a severe case 
of conferencephobia. It had, however, shown an interest in naval 
arms reduction in the Borah Resolution, passed by the Senate as an 
amendment to the Navy Bill, which called for a 50 per cent reduction 
in naval building programmes by Britain, Japan, and the United 
States.51 Hughes of Australia suggested to the Imperial Conference 
that some initiative should be taken to follow up the Senate resol
ution, an idea with which Curzon agreed. With the full support of the 
conference, who in the midst of trying to reach a decision on the 



16 THE WASHINGTON CONFERENCE 

Anglo-Japanese Alliance were anxious to discover if the United States 
would really be open to negotiations, Curzon initiated discussions 
with the new American Ambassador to London, George Harvey. 52 

Harvey now emerged as one of those factors that so often frus
trated the British when dealing with the United States. Harding's 
appointment of Harvey, a fellow newspaperman with no previous 
experience of diplomacy, was not a happy choice. He was wont to 
make pronouncements while the worse for drink, and his subordi
nates would subsequently labour to mend any damage he had done. 53 

The policy makers in London were developing an unfortunate picture 
of American diplomacy; having first encountered Wilson, who 
seemed attached to making grandiose agreements he was then unable 
to implement, they now found themselves dealing with an egregious 
envoy who blithely acted without instructions. 

Nonetheless the British desire to avoid further alienating the United 
States is seen from the fact that the same afternoon the conference had 
agreed to probing American attitudes, Curzon met with Harvey and 
informed him that the conference was discussing the alliance and that 
they were interested in United States views.54 The United States 
Secretary of State, Charles Evans Hughes, had already expressed, 
informally, that 'he viewed the renewal of the Anglo-Japanese Treaty 
in any form with disquietude ... 'because of the effect it would have on 
United States opinion regarding Britain. 55 Curzon though was hoping 
for more detail and he now proceeded to encounter, to his bewilder
ment, the eccentricities of United States diplomatic representation. The 
Foreign Secretary assumed that the United States Ambassador would 
be in a position to give advice reflecting his own Government's views, if 
need be through the most guarded and subtle diplomatic signals. 
Harvey assured Curzon that there was a great gap between the 
vapourings of the American press and the views of the Administration. 
Harvey also indicated that the United States would be interested in a 
discussion with Britain and Japan on naval strength in the Pacific. 

When Geddes learnt of this discussion he was horrified that Harvey 
had conveyed an impression so contrary to what Secretary of State 
Hughes was saying in Washington.56 Nevertheless Curzon, with the 
support of the Imperial Conference and after consulting Japan and 
China, held another meeting with Harvey and informed him that the 
idea of a conference had been favourably received by the Imperial 
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Conference, and that they hoped the United States would summon it. 
Harvey was delighted, engaging immediately in a discussion of poss
ible participants and venues. 57 

Geddes had meanwhile been hard at work in Washington to iron 
out the discrepancies emerging in London. In a meeting on 6 July with 
Secretary of State Hughes he learnt that Harvey had received no 
communication from his Government on their attitude to the Anglo
Japanese Alliance.58 Hughes now drafted instructions to Harvey, on 
which he briefed Geddes, so that London would be informed by a 
second channel in case Harvey generated any more chaos. Geddes's 
report indicated that the United States would probably be willing to 
act on naval arms limitation if agreement could be reached on Pacific 
issues. United States interest in naval arms limitation and British 
concerns about East Asia thereby became linked in one conference. 
The Americans, as initially requested by Curzon, took the initiative in 
issuing the invitations to a conference to be held in Washington. 
What was intended originally as a conference of, in effect, the war
time five allied great powers plus China, grew once the proposed 
conference became public knowledge. The Dutch, Belgian, and 
Portuguese governments all clamoured to be allowed to attend. In all 
nine states would participate at Washington. 5 9 

The Abortive Preliminary Conference 

The summer of 1921 proved something of a silly season for British 
diplomacy, as it became obsessed with the issue of the holding of a 
preliminary conference with the United States. The Gove~nment in its 
desire to escape from the albatross of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
welcomed the possibilities offered by a conference on Pacific ques
tions. There was the logistical difficulty posed by the widening of 
what was originally intended as a tripartite discussion into a nine
power conference. The preliminary conference was intended to pro
vide a way round this difficulty by providing the basis for more 
efficient talks. The aim was 'to arrive at a common understanding on 
the wider principles which should underlie the. future Pacific policy of 
the three powers'.60 More specifically, the Cabinet saw, 'the main 
object of the conversation would be to induce the United States of 
America to make a concession and to abandon her intention to build 
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a great Navy .. .'. 61 Secretary of State Hughes rejected out of hand 
any preliminary meeting. 

Harvey again seems to have been the source of the confusion, 
which during the summer of 1921 looked likely to poison Anglo
American relations. The idea of a preliminary conference had been 
raised with Harvey at Chequers on 10 July, when Lloyd George 
accepted the American invitation, and again on the following day. 
Lloyd George clearly believed the idea had been accepted as he 
referred to it in his statement to the House of Commons accepting 
Harding's invitation.62 Harvey had even gone so far as to suggest 
possible venues, such as Bar Harbor, Maine.63 

The source of the misunderstanding seems finally to have been 
clarified in a meeting between Geddes and Hughes in which they 
compared notes. Hughes observed: 'We are faced, then, with 
this position: that British Government believes that American 
Government has been committed by its ambassador in London to a 
course of action which American Government does not approve'. 64 

Curzon was infuriated, and when he again met Harvey he noted, 'As 
His Excellency never leaves me a copy of his instructions, and appar
ently experiences great difficulty in giving me a summary of them 
afterwards, I made notes of the contents of his message as he de
livered it.'65 Harvey's relations with the Foreign Office never re
covered and, as William Castle discovered the following year, Tyrrell 
in particular would 'have nothing to do with Harvey since the 
Conference misunderstanding', while another member of the Foreign 
Office later told him with some understatement that 'Harvey was 
intensely disliked, that people did not care for his speeches but 
that the real harm he did was in personal conversations with 
individuals'. 66 

Geddes reported that the view in America was that in proposing a 
preliminary conference the British were trying to 'hoodwink' them, 
and that Britain hoped to regain the kudos lost by Harding having 
initiated the conference.67 Curzon recognized the futility of continu
ing to press for such a preliminary conference, and adopted instead 
the petulant attitude that the United States should be left to make all 
the arrangements. 68 This would have the advantage that if the confer
ence failed it could then be blamed on American diplomatic incompe
tence. The United States was certainly aware of British irritation, as 
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its Office of Naval Intelligence reported 'the great regret that the 
British feel over the fact that no preliminary conferences were held'.69 

This possible descent into Anglo-American acrimony in the lead-up to 
the conference began to be dispelled by a report from Geddes noting a 
change in the popular attitude in the United States to Britain through
out the summer of 1921.70 Although Britain had wanted a preliminary 
conference with the United States in order to cement its transatlantic 
ties and to establish a common front in the negotiations, Britain 
avoided any similar arrangement with France, rejecting a similar 
French proposal for an Anglo-French preliminary conference.71 

British Perceptions of the United States 

The events leading up to the Washington Conference help to demon
strate that despite the shared experience of war and a common 
language, the United States remained a puzzling country to the British 
Government. The Spectator observed that 'The American nation has 
a dual personality. Americans are at once the most idealistic and the 
most practical people in the world. They vibrate between Emerson 
and Edison'.72 Geddes, from the vantage point of Washington, felt 
compelled to remind London that the American mind was not a 
European one, and that the war had not had the same impact on 
American thinking as it had on the European psyche. Austen 
Chamberlain had already observed to the Cabinet that 

The American government and people are living in a different 
continent- I might say in a different world. It is useless and worse 
than useless to criticize their insularity, blindness and selfishness, 
and it is not compatible with our dignity to appear as suitors, 
pressing for a consideration which is not willingly given. 73 

Only Herbert Hoover among the new, Republican, Cabinet had any 
direct experience of Europe and the war, and he was probably the 
least well inclined toward Britain of that group. As a result, Geddes 
asserted, 'Their mental state is descended without abnormal break or 
interruption from the mental state of 1913'.74 Geddes also lectured 
Lloyd George in person about the United States when opportunity 
arose, but after one such session Lord Riddell noted, 'I don't think he 
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[Lloyd George] really appreciates what modern America is'.75 British 
officials had a tendency to see the Americans as simple and idealistic, 
as seen in Geddes's advice to Curzon, 

that vague generalization, the typical American, is a being com
pounded of contradictory traits. He can be ruthless, not too 
scrupulous in business and blatantly Chauvinistic but he is also 
a great idealist with a simple but sincere faith in the ultimate 
triumph of righteousness. 76 

Victor Wellesley reiterated these views in an important briefing sur
vey for the delegation going to Washington with the observation that 

They profess to be animated by certain principles of an altruistic 
and self-denying character, but this lofty idealism is not entirely 
divorced from practical business instincts. In point of fact, their 
conduct is often erratic, inconsistent and bears the stamp of 
political inexperience. 77 

There were baffling differences in the British and American mentali
ties. The impact of this, undoubtedly compounded by the antics of 
Harvey and the residual frustrations of dealing with Wilson, led 
London to underestimate the ability of Washington to formulate and 
carry through coherent policies. When the idea of an arms control 
conference began to emerge Sir Eyre Crowe, the Permanent Under
Secretary at the Foreign Office, noted, 

No one has ever been able so far to suggest a practical scheme 
for general reduction of armaments which would be accepted as 
fair and safe by all parties. I should let the Americans raise the 
question and see what they propose. I doubt whether they have 
thought out any proposal at all.78 

When the United States began to discuss the agenda of the coming 
conference Wellesley observed haughtily, 

The extraordinary nebulosity and ignorance displayed in these 
tentative proposals suggest such a complete lack of grasp of the 
situation on the part of the United States Government that 
nothing short of a regular course of education seems to offer the 
slightest chance of the matter being put on anything like a 
rational basis. 79 
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Curzon remarked to Lord Hardinge of the outline American agenda 
that 'it is partly obscure and partly absurd .. .',and that 'there is too 
much fear that the whole thing will end in a fiasco'.80 

Lloyd George did not expect much to come of the conference once 
his own offer to come over for a preliminary conference had been 
rejected. He told Lord Riddell that 'He thought the Washington 
Conference would open with a great blare of trumpets, that the 
papers would be full of reports for a week or so, and that then the 
proceedings would begin to lose interest'.81 After the initial exultation 
of getting the Americans interested in a conference, the difficulties 
that followed persuaded London that in all likelihood nothing would 
come out of this American-hosted nine-power circus. This helps to 
explain the paucity of British planning for the conference, and Lloyd 
George's reluctance to attend and thus be publicly associated with 
failed expectations. That was a role he preferred to bestow upon a 
leading statesman selected from his Tory coalition partners. Indeed 
Curzon was thinking along similar lines, as he suggested to Lloyd 
George that as the conference was likely to fail it would be a good 
idea to add a member of the opposition to the delegation. 82 It is no 
wonder that with these assumptions about the conference the British 
delegation was caught flat-footed by Hughes's proposals at the open
ing session of the conference. 

The British Empire Delegation 

One of the issues confronting London was the mounting of its 
preparations for and representation at the conference. A month after 
the conference had been announced Crowe exclaimed in despair, 
'Nobody, so far as I know, has any plans .. .'.83 The anxiety at the 
Foreign Office must finally have focused attention on the problem, for 
immediately afterwards the Cabinet decided to refer the matter to the 
CID.84 'Who was to represent Britain also posed great difficulties, 
given the generally held views about its likely failure. It was agreed 
Britain needed to be represented by a political heavyweight. Almost 
comically the choice seems to have fallen on the most senior figure 
who was absent - Balfour, who was abroad. It was only on 27 
September that a cable was sent to Balfour warning him of the 
impending task and asking when he might be returning. 85 Balfour 
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clearly was not very happy with the idea, as he responded on 29 
September with the suggestion that Bonar Law be sent.86 Bonar Law, 
however, readily declined the honour, and the choice finally fell on 
Balfour. This left little time for him to be actively involved in plan
ning, though given Balfour's general lassitude this probably suited 
him. All agreed, including Curzon and Crowe, that he was an excel
lent choice. A former First Lord of the Admiralty, Foreign Secretary, 
and Prime Minister, as well as a long-serving member of the CID, he 
had played a significant role in concluding the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance in 1902. All this gave him a breadth of knowledge on these 
subjects that would be hard to equal. Perhaps it was hoped his 
experience would compensate for lack of preparation. He left for the 
conference on 2 November, sailing on the Empress of France, spend
ing the journey, between bouts of seasickness, studying the available 
documents. 87 

There was a school of thought that Lloyd George should attend. 
Churchill argued for this, as in any tough bargaining it would be 
better to be represented by the head of government. 88 As late as 16 
October Lloyd George still thought of going to Washington, but this 
can only have been half-heartedly. 89 Churchill also hoped to attend if 
he could escape from the toils of the Irish negotiations.90 He no doubt 
would have much preferred to discuss battleships. Even as Balfour 
sailed he had no idea if he would remain head of the delegation or if 
Lloyd George would make a dramatic appearance. This possibility 
evaporated with Hughes's show-stealing performance, and the sub
sequent reasonably smooth flow of the negotiations, which would 
have made any such appearance an anti-climax. 

Similar problems of coordination also troubled the organization of 
the delegation. Lloyd George again decided to turn to Sir Maurice 
Hankey of the Cabinet Secretariat to organize the delegation, in 
preference to the Foreign Office, as he had done for the Paris Peace 
Conference. This caused chagrin at the Foreign Office and Crowe 
decided to insist on formal, written instructions. Hankey was con
scious of the need to diffuse the rivalry and offered Crowe the same 
arrangement as at Paris between himself and Lord Hardinge. 91 

Tyrrell was aghast at the idea of repeating such an unhappy experi
ence.92 Hankey attempted to make it clear that the Cabinet 
Secretariat had, 'no duties in connection with political or technical 
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advice outside its sphere of activity ... ' and that the Foreign Office 
was to advise on 'all questions of a political and diplomatic charac
ter' .93 The Foreign Office, the only department which could have 
provided the global analysis necessary, was nevertheless alienated and 
made no special effort to assist in the planning. 

The Planning 

Compared to the extensive preparatory operations undertaken for the 
1919 Paris Peace Conference those for the Washington Conference 
were barely rudimentary. The CID, which had once played such an 
important role, did not meet between February 1915 and July 1920, 
when it was decided to devolve its functions to a CID Standing 
Defence Sub-Committee, under the chairmanship of Balfour. Despite 
the problems facing Britain this sub-committee did not meet until 2 
May 1921, when the Imperial Conference was looming.94 In response 
to the prodding of the Foreign Office the Cabinet asked the CID on 
15 August to consider the situation, although its chairman, Balfour, 
was busy representing Britain at the League of Nations in Geneva 
from August through to October.95 The CID finally received the 
necessary advisory memoranda from the Navy and Army on 5 
October, less than a month before the delegation was due to sail. 

The Naval Staff recognized the interlocking nature of the Pacific 
and arms limitations aspects of the conference. For the Pacific settle
ment they were concerned with safeguarding Britain's established 
position. It hoped that Japan would accept no naval base further 
south than Formosa, thereby keeping it at a comfortable distance 
from British interests in the Pacific and India. The Naval Staff were 
able to contemplate the loss of Wei-hai-Wei, but were adamant on the 
need to safeguard Hong Kong. On arms limitation they advised, in 
order to avoid world public opinion rounding on Britain in the event 
of failure, leaving the initiative entirely to the United States. Britain 
could always then guide the discussions into suitable channels. Not 
surprisingly they carped at the adoption of the one-power standard, 
pointing out that Britain required a greater navy because it was the 
only one requiring deployment in all oceans. A naval building holiday 
was opposed on the grounds that Britain had already had a self
imposed one for five years, and as a result was slipping behind even 
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the one-power standard. Technical objections were found for arms 
limitation on the basis of limitation by size or tonnage. It was 
recommended therefore for reasons of simplicity that limitation be 
based on numbers of capital ships, which were defined as being 'any 
ship fit to lie in the main line of battle'. The minimum number of ships 
required was based on a calculation of Britain's security needs in 
European waters, the Pacific, and the Atlantic. European waters 
posed little difficulty as the German Navy was gone, and the French 
and Italian Navies now possessed only pre-Jutland ships and had no 
building programmes. The Pacific, though, was much more danger
ous. Here Britain required a significant multiple against Japan, calcu
lated on the basis of equality with Japan, plus a percentage necessary 
to assure victory, plus a percentage to compensate for operating so far 
from their main bases, plus a percentage to leave in European waters 
for security there. This would mean a 3:2 ratio over Japan. In the 
Atlantic Britain had already accepted the concept of equality with the 
United States. Not surprisingly the abolition of submarines was 
wholeheartedly supported. The Naval Staff provided five recommen
dations; that limitation be done on the basis of capital ships, that 
Britain and the United States have a margin over Japan of 3:2, 
that only post-Jutland ships be counted, that replacement be effected 
over 20 years, and that the abolition of submarines should be 
considered. 96 

The General Staff seemed mostly interested in preventing limitation 
being applied to the army, which they argued had already been 
reduced, and in a curious justification for its role it observed that, 
'from the Continental point of view the British army is almost negli
gible, and can in no sense be considered a menace to the peace of the 
world'. 97 Otherwise they warned of French aspirations in Europe, 
and of Japan's desire to control the region stretching from the Bering 
Straits to the Straits of Malacca. 

The CID did produce an overview memorandum on 24 October. It 
suggested the not very remarkable proposal that the aim of the British 
delegation at Washington 'is to achieve the largest possible reduction 
in expenditure on armaments'. 98 The fear was expressed that the 
United States might agree to a settlement, which would then be 
rejected by the Senate, indicating an on-going nervousness about the 
efficacy of American foreign policy. At the Prime Minister's request 
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Sir Joseph Stamp had prepared a memorandum on the economic 
aspects in consultation with the various ministries, the London 
School of Economics, and even the Royal Statistical Society. The 
President of the Board of Education, H.A.L. Fisher, had even been 
invited to meetings of the CID because of his interest in the economic 
aspects. 

The Foreign Office produced a set of summary memoranda on 
various technical matters. These were accompanied by a very curious 
survey by Wellesley, which was more of a polemic on the East Asian 
situation. At its base, he argued, the problems in East Asia were 
racial. 

It is a fact which is apt to escape notice that, after centuries of 
undisputed sway, the first real break in the spell of white supre
macy came with the triumph of Japan over Russia in 1904. The 
great war in Europe has greatly accentuated this effect by break
ing up the solidarity of the white races, and has undoubtedly 
produced a profound impression throughout the world, 
together with an immense loss of white prestige. A great deal 
would be done to restore white solidarity by a policy of closer 
co-operation with the United States. 99 

It is not altogether dear how this was meant to assist Balfour and 
the delegation in their negotiations. All this seems to suggest a last 
minute flurry of activity, partly to satisfy those who wished to feel 
they were involved, though it is questionable how much impact 
this had. 

Indeed very little was done to assist the delegation. What planning 
there was seems to have occurred during Balfour's uncomfortable six 
day transatlantic voyage, during which he took the opportunity to go 
through with Hankey the handful of advisory memoranda that had 
been produced as well as the relevant past diplomatic dispatches. 
Balfour needed to do this if only to find out what he was supposed to 
be doing at Washington, for remarkably he seems to have been sent 
without a negotiating brief. The Lloyd George Government was 
known for its lax procedures, but this does seem an extraordinary 
example of it. Balfour on arrival felt the need to cable London 
(presumably so something would exist on paper) with a statement of 
what he thought his task was. He stated that he had formed the 
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impression from discussion in Cabinet before he had left that his 
mission was 'to secure the largest possible limitation of armaments 
consistent with the safety of the British Empire'. 100 As this involved 
Britain primarily with the United States and Japan it would necessi
tate settling outstanding issues in the Pacific and China. The first issue 
to resolve therefore was the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Balfour indi
cated he intended to propose to Hughes a tripartite agreement, 
according to a formula which became the basis of the Four-Power 
Treaty (when it was broadened to include France). Balfour must have 
been aware of a Foreign Office memorandum on the idea of such a 
pact which made clear that by stripping the agreement of the military 
clauses which had been in the old Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the new 
agreement became 'merely a declaration of policy .... ' and that it 
would 'therefore be of a somewhat anodyne nature'. 101 Likewise he 
drafted an agreement over China which closely resembles the final 
Nine-Power Treaty. Here he suggested that the relevant powers agree 
to maintain peace in East Asia, preserve the independence and inte
grity of China, and apply the principle of equal opportunity for the 
commerce and industry of all states in China (in effect recognizing the 
open-door policy).102 

Both these proposals were put to Hughes on the eve of the confer
ence opening, in a bid to reach the sort of advance understanding that 
had been hoped for in the ill-fated preliminary conference. Hughes 
received the offer politely, but refused to give anything away. 103 

There was no reason for him to do so now that he had the British 
Empire offering to give way on key issues even before the conference 
had opened. 

The Conference Opens 

The Washington Conference was opened with great solemnity in 
November 1921. The significance cannot have been lost on the 
visiting delegates, particularly the British Empire delegation, that the 
opening session was delayed one day to allow for the 11 November 
dedication of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. Nothing could have 
provided a clearer reminder of America's participation and sacrifice 
in the Great War. The opening session was held in the Continental 
Hall of the Daughters of the American Revolution, reminding all the 



BRITISH DIPLOMATIC STRATEGY 27 

delegates that the United States had consciously separated itself from 
the Old World. The two events therefore symbolized both America's 
bond with the conference powers and its detachment. 

The British Empire delegation arrived with the presumption that 
the United States would be unprepared. Nothing could have been 
further from the truth. If anything America suffered from chronic 
overpreparation, too much, not too little. Wilson's Inquiry for the 
Paris Peace Conference must have been one of the greatest academic 
enterprises of the century. For this conference not only had all the 
relevant departments provided reports, but a lay advisory committee 
had been formed to provide an extra input. Hughes, the recipient of 
all this advice, quietly evolved his own plans. As Theodore Roosevelt 
Jr, the Assistant Secretary of the Navy, noted in his diary, 'The plan is 
to spring everything, including our definite naval program on the 
opening day'. 104 The American scheme was mimeographed in person 
by Rear-Admiral Pratt, delivered by hand to the Secretary of State by 
Roosevelt and then locked in Hughes's safe.105 Under such maximum 
security, leaks were almost impossible. British cryptanalytic capabili
ties, on which British diplomacy relied so heavily in this period, failed 
against such simple precautions.106 After the debacles of the summer 
Hughes was certainly not going to entrust any communications as to 
his intentions to Harvey. Hughes indeed hinted to Balfour on the eve 
of the conference that he had something big to announce, but in 
European diplomatic circles such honesty was probably discredited. 
The British delegation for the opening session of the conference was 
more concerned with providing Balfour with envelopes, his preferred 
medium for note taking. 107 Hughes's dramatic opening speech at the 
conference must have surprised the British delegation. Given their oft
expressed disdain for open diplomacy, its application must have come 
as a shock. Roosevelt noted in his diary the reactions of the British 
delegation. 

Lord Lee, the First Lord of the British Admiralty turned the 
several colors of the rainbow, and behaved as if he were sitting 
on hot coals. He threw notes to Beatty who was sitting on the 
far left. He half rose and whispered to Balfour. Beatty, after the 
first step, sat with eyes fixed on the ceiling. Admiral Chatfield, 
on his left turned red and then white, and sat immovable. 
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Balfour did not in any way show his trend of thought, whether 
he was either surprised or excited.108 

Perhaps the difficulty that now faced Britain at Washington was that 
Balfour, when faced with a public forum, instinctively treated the 
situation as a simulacrum of Westminster. When judged against that 
measure he performed outstandingly. Yet in retrospect many histor
ians have concluded that Britain's performance at Washington was 
poor. Without entering into this debate it is perhaps worth noting 
that Britain's effectiveness at Washington was undermined from the 
start by poor preparation and coordination in London, a divided view 
within the British Empire, and the instinctive response by Balfour 
of seeing the conference as a parliamentary challenge because of 
its public dimension rather than as an international negotiation. 
Nevertheless Britain emerged from Washington with most of its 
immediate aims achieved, and Balfour was rewarded for his services 
with the Garter. 

Conclusion 

Governments rarely think in terms of long-term objectives, but rather 
of short-term victories. In this sense Britain won at Washington, and 
simultaneously some troublesome issues which had been evaded in 
Paris in 1919 were resolved. The fact that 20 years later Britain went 
to war with Japan is less significant than many have argued. This 
could have happened regardless of Washington; the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance was not holy writ. Rather its significance lies in the slow, but 
obvious drift of London into the orbit of Washington. The founding 
fathers of the United States had initially only desired greater influence 
in London, and in 1921 at Washington this was achieved, when 
London deferred to its former colony, which had now firmly seized 
the initiative. 

The Washington Conference was a continuation of the process 
begun at Paris in 1919, which inaugurated the attempt to frame a 
post-war order on the scale of that achieved at Vienna a century 
before. In a series of conferences stretching from Paris in 1919 to 
Locarno in 1925 Britain attempted to address the problems caused by 
the upheavals of the First World War. Paris had dealt with European 
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affairs, but the British Empire was global and the future balance of 
power in the Pacific was also a matter of concern. Linked to the future 
of the Pacific system was the issue of comparative naval strength. 
After the destruction of German naval power in the war only the 
Royal Navy, the United States, and Japan possessed navies with 
significant power. All were Pacific Basin states. As such the questions 
of naval power and the Pacific balance of power became inextricably 
linked. 

Britain had now entered a period of imperial consolidation after 
decades of expansion. While Britain is often identified with the 
balance of power as an underlying notion of its foreign policy, it was 
a doctrine which was applied only in the most limited sense, usually 
to western Europe. In the wider world Britain preferred either hege
mony or to be part of a dominating partnership. The Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance of 1902 had provided Britain with a powerful maritime and 
regional ally in the face of Russian and German threats. In 1921 with 
Germany defeated and Russia ravaged by war and civil war these 
threats had passed. In the Pacific there were only two possible allies or 
adversaries, the United States and Japan. Britain was faced with the 
uncomfortable task of deciding which offered the best security for 
assuring the future of British power in the region. Japan had been a 
useful ally for two decades, but America was clearly the coming thing. 
Britain could renew its Japanese alliance, but with a feeling that the 
links with Japan were tenuous, or it could shift to the United States, 
notoriously erratic after its rejection of the Wilsonian commitments 
of Paris, but a power nonetheless with which Britain enjoyed unusual 
cultural links and connections. The matter was complicated for 
Britain by the bifurcated nature of the Dominions' response to the 
issue. During the First World War the Imperial Government in 
London had been forced to allow the self-governing Dominions a 
greater status in the formulation of policy. As a result Lloyd George 
was forced to confront an unwieldy grouping of Dominion premiers 
with varied views based on differing geographical perspectives on 
security issues. 

A purely Pacific Basin analysis of Britain's position might have led 
to the conclusion that the reality of the Japanese alliance was better 
than anything the Americans could offer. A global analysis, however, 
indicated other concerns, and in redressing these only the United 
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States could be brought into the scales. The decision to approach the 
United States with the idea of a conference to resolve some of the 
matters of common concern was meant to begin a process of reintro
ducing the United States into the global equation. The reaction in 
London to the opening phase of the conference betrays some of the 
lurking anxieties. In a Cabinet meeting held on 22 November, dis
cussing the third plenary session of the conference, the conclusion 
reached was that 'So long as France maintained her powerful army in 
being, the state of Europe would remain unsettled and that it would 
be a most serious matter if as a result of the Washington Conference 
Great Britain was the only power to be disarmed'. 109 In historiogra
phical retrospect the conference is seen as having been concerned 
about East Asia and the Pacific, but in the minds of the participants 
the geographical remit was global. Britain's acquiescence in the 
American plan, while potentially weakening it in the Pacific, had 
evolved out of a global appraisal which fixed the primary threat as 
lying in Europe. The best method of insuring against this threat was 
to establish a close connection with the United States. This would 
take time, with a slow building of confidence and the removal of 
causes of friction. The Washington Conference was more than a 
meeting on naval arms control and the Pacific balance of power. It 
was the first instalment of an insurance policy, a policy on which 
Britain would from time to time pay premiums in the ensuing years, 
and which was to prove itself to be a sound investment when a 
Second World War erupted. 

University of Birmingham 
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The Politics of Naval 
Arms Limitation in Britain in 

the 1920s 

B.J.C. McKERCHER 

I 

The 1920s was a decade when arms limitation and disarmament 
conferences became an integral part of international politics. For the 
British governments of this period, such conferences involved the 
necessity of restricting the size and strength of the Royal Navy - the 
Royal Army and the Royal Air Force were increasingly negligible 
quantities vis-a-vis the air and land forces of the other great powers. 
Interestingly, the policies of naval arms limitation in Britain in these 
ten years or so were shaped almost exclusively by the vagaries of 
domestic politics. 1 This is not to say that consideration of such 
policies ignored Britain's wider international interests. It did not. 
There was a recognition that an intimate connection existed between 
the power of the Royal Navy and Britain's external strength -the 
efficacy of its foreign policy, trade protection, and the effort needed to 
ensure imperial defence2 - but naval arms limitation was a question 
dominated by domestic political considerations. This had two dimen
sions. In the first place, except during the war period of 1914-18, 
there existed a continual debate, often vituperative, about the nature 
of arms limitation policies, their creation, and their pursuit. Focusing 
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in the Cabinet and amongst the civil service experts, this debate 
remained essentially hidden given the importance of sea power to 
Britain's position as a power of the first rank. Increasingly, however, 
because of the carnage brought about by the Great War, another 
element emerged in this crucial debate: politicians in Parliament and 
individuals representing national organizations interested in disarma
ment and 'open diplomacy' who sought massive cuts in arms expendi
tures.3 After 1918, with victory in the supposed 'war to end all 
wars', why spend heavily on armaments? The efforts of this extra
governmental element on occasion brought the hidden debate out 
into public, thereby subjecting the politicians and civil servants to the 
pressures of public opinion. 

The other dimension involved a second debate about the employ
ment of sea power to protect Britain's national interests as an island 
nation with a vast overseas Empire. As much as the sailors and their 
political masters at the Admiralty might disagree, the Royal Navy 
was not a power unto itself; rather, it constituted an adjunct of the 
nation's external policies. In wartime, it served as the weapon used to 
attack the enemy, defend the Empire, and maintain the security of 
vital maritime routes allowing the import of food and raw materials 
and the export of industrialized goods. In peacetime, it underpinned 
British diplomacy. Moreover, in both war and peace, the Royal Navy 
consumed a large slice of government expenditure. There was little to 
quarrel with in this during wartime or in other moments of lesser 
crisis, but peacetime was different. Then, given the parsimony of the 
Treasury, the Admiralty had to compete with other spending minis
tries, mainly those concerned with administering domestic social 
policies, in persuading successive chancellors of the exchequer to 
support increased naval expenditures. Hence the fiscal priorities of 
government, crucial to electoral survival because they represented an 
easy target for opposition barbs, touched the Royal Navy and its 
fighting capacity. In peacetime, notably in the 1920s, cutting arms 
expenditures in order to pump more money into domestic social 
programmes - and not coincidentally obviating opposition attacks -
represented an easy option for governments seeking to enforce a 
balanced budget and avoid increased taxation. This second dimen
sion suffused the first: determining Britain's role in the world and 
how and what national interests should be defended, but doing 
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so within strictures imposed by domestic fiscal and electoral 
considerations. 

In this way a connection existed between sea power, on one hand, 
and foreign policy, imperial defence, and Britain's international econ
omic survival, on the other. However, personified by the Royal Navy, 
sea power could not be divorced from either political manoeuvring in 
the Cabinet or interdepartmental rivalry, nor could it be separated 
from the concerns of the British public as represented in Parliament 
by the opposition parties and by extra-parliamentary organizations 
with an interest in disarmament and ancillary issues. Added to this, 
the Admiralty was just one of a number of important ministries in 
Whitehall that had to compete for money to fulfil its mandate. The 
Admiralty had to justify its needs to those who controlled the collec
tion and disbursement of public funds, as well as the general public, 
who had to be convinced that Royal Navy potency could not be 
diminished without the international position of the country being 
imperilled in an economic, diplomatic, and naval sense. How success
ive British governments in the 1920s coped with naval arms limi
tation, how the Admiralty saw it best to fulfil its role, and how the 
parliamentarians and extra-parliamentary groups and individuals 
sought to shape policy underscores the overwhelming importance of 
domestic politics in the arms limitation question in Britain in this 
period. The unfolding of this story shows much about the way in 
which domestic politics imposed itself on the fighting capacity of 
Great Britain. And as important as this is, it has an additional benefit 
in shearing away a mythology that encrusts the history of British arms 
limitation policies during the first decade after the Great War. 

This mythology surfaced first amongst contemporary left-wing 
critics of the predominantly Conservative governments that con
trolled British foreign and ·defence policy between 1918 and 1929, 
and it has been perpetuated since by historians who share the political 
proclivities of those critics.4 Its essential point is that the Conservative 
ministries of the 1920s, particularly Stanley Baldwin's second govern
ment, which held office from November 1924 to June 1929, had little 
desire to limit arms, the supposed sine qua non for international 
peace and security, because they were imbued with a war spirit. Thus, 
these ministries did not participate honestly in the various efforts at 
arms limitation between the naval conferences at Washington in 



38 THEW ASHINGTON CONFERENCE 

1921-22 and London in 1930, and, at the same time, they ignored 
the very real desire of the general population in Britain to disarm. In 
the words of the most recent historian who advances this thesis to 
explain the evolution of British disarmament policy in the 1920s, 
'Britain's policy was one of procrastination verging on duplicity'.5 

Such a simplistic view, a derivative of a purely polemical approach to 
this question, belies the complexity of the policy-making debate 
inside and outside Downing Street and Whitehall, a debate tied 
intimately to the survival of Britain as a power of the first rank. 

II 

In the dozen years after the First World War, British naval policy 
underwent a fundamental change. Three milestones mark the road to 
change. In 1920-21, in an effort to pare down government expendi
ture, the 'two-power standard' was abandoned in favour of a 'one
power standard'.6 Then, at the Washington Conference, which lasted 
from November 1921 to February 1922, Britain conceded formal 
naval parity with the United States, the next greatest naval power, in 
capital ships- those over 10,000 tons, like battleships- and aircraft 
carriers. Finally, at the London naval conference in 1930, Anglo
American naval parity was extended to those vessels under 10,000 
tons: submarines, destroyers, and, most important, cruisers. This 
change in British naval policy resulted from domestic political con
siderations. In the first place, the country emerged from the war under 
extreme financial pressure. To arm itself during the fighting and, in 
addition, help pay for its allies' war effort, the British Government 
had raised taxes, floated loans on the American money market, and 
forced the liquidation of a substantial portion of British overseas 
holdings. 7 Hence, the British had a sizeable debt to pay and the very 
difficult task of collecting from their former allies. Adding to this 
financial difficulty was the fact that prewar trading patterns had been 
disrupted, and this weakened trade. In the second place, something in 
the order of two million British soldiers were demobilized within a 
year or so of the end of the war, sending up the rate of unemployment 
at the very moment when the economy constricted because of lack of 
demand. 8 Already weakened by a total war for four years, the British 
economy would have to undergo a shift from wartime to peacetime 
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production. This would take time, and the new Government would 
have to respond with social spending to help the new army of 
unemployed. 

Suffusing all of this was a feeling within the country that 'the war 
to end all wars' had been fought. Why should the Government spend 
money on arms, even naval arms? The German Navy lay at the 
bottom of Scapa Flow, thus the main threat to British naval preemi
nence was no longer there. Coupled with this was the emergence of a 
vocal and organized dissent over the methods and means by which 
the British and other great powers pursued external policies. Even as 
the war began in 1914, a ginger group called the Union for 
Democratic Contol was arguing that the war was the result of secret 
diplomacy and a reliance by the Government on armed strength to 
support its foreign policy.9 Verdun, the Somme, Paschendaele, and 
the other major battles of the war seemed only to confirm these beliefs 
as hundreds of thousands of young British soldiers perished in the 
mud of Flanders. As well, the terror of unrestricted submarine attack 
on shipping on the high seas, like that on the Lusitania in 1915, 
added to the revulsion against war. By 1918 the British people, 
including many political leaders on both the government and oppo
sition benches, were tired of war. 10 

In the postwar period, and throughout the 1920s, very powerful 
domestic non-governmental organizations dedicated themselves to 
forcing successive British governments to reduce arms expenditures.11 

Many of the groups looked to the new League of Nations as the 
means to enforce international peace and security. Britain no longer 
had to defend its own national interests and preserve international 
peace unilaterally. Neither did the French, the Poles, the Italians, or 
anyone else. They could rely on 'collective security'. Therefore, states 
could reduce arms because, in moments of crisis, they could unite and 
still have more collective military and naval power than a transgres
sor of peace. In Britain, groups like the League of Nations Union, the 
remnants of the Union for Democratic Control, and other 'trouble
makers' were successful in convincing a large segment of the British 
public that a significant reduction of arms was the order of the day. 
These issues - national financial strain, substantial unemployment, 
and the rise of national organizations that dissented from the tradi
tional methods of foreign policy and armed support for this policy 
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- converged after 1918 in the humus of British politics. Successive 
British governments had therefore to contend with these domestic 
pressures in formulating and carrying out diplomatic and naval 
policies. 

However, this was not just a matter of having 'troublemakers' 
amongst public opinion and within political minorities. In the pre-
1914 period, following the formation of the Liberal Government in 
December 1905- a Government which in various forms lasted until 
December 1916 - a sizeable number of dissenters suddenly found 
themselves in a position of influence on the Government backbenches 
and amongst junior positions in the Cabinet. These men, clustering 
around the radical Liberal, David Lloyd George, the President of the 
Board ofT rade in the new Government and one of the most vocal and 
effective critics of the established course of foreign and defence policy 
within the country, were suddenly in a position to influence policy in 
a meaningful way. Until this time, the bipartisan nature of British 
foreign policy had rarely been subjected to sustained criticism from 
within the Government caucus that could deflect it in a telling way 
from its accepted course. As even William Gladstone, the Liberal 
Party leader and a staunch critic of the Conservative foreign policy in 
the late 1870s, told his Foreign Secretary soon after they took office in 
1880, 'sensible of the expediency of maintaining as far as might be a 
continuity in Foreign Policy, we sought for a ground of action which 
might be possible for both political parties' .12 However, the rise to 
positions of influence by Lloyd George and others like him 25 years 
later changed this. Rising to national prominence during the catharsis 
of the Boer War, when Lloyd George even travelled to Birmingham, 
the political satrap of Joseph Chamberlain, the Colonial Secretary, to 
attack publicly the foreign and imperial policies of the Conservative 
Government of the day, the criticisms of these men did not subside in 
the interim between the end of the South African war and the advent 
of the Liberal Party to national office. Although their criticisms after 
1905 were eventually blunted by the perceived German threat to 
British interests in the years leading to the July crisis of 1914- and, 
after April 1908, Lloyd George's position as leader of the radical 
wing of the Liberal Party was enhanced when he became Chancellor 
of the Exchequer - this element of having dissenting opinions within 
the Government did not abate. 
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After the armistice of 1918, this new era in making foreign and 
defence policy was marked by dissent becoming a partisan political 
issue. The great Liberal Party had broken up during the war. With the 
help of the conservative Unionist Party in December 1916, Lloyd 
George had overthrown the Liberal Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith, 
in an attempt to inject vitality into Britain's apparently stumbling war 
effort in the wake of the Somme. This was successful in that the 
British prosecution of the war became more efficient, 13 but anti-Lloyd 
George Liberals left the Government to sit in opposition. A few even 
joined the Labour Party, then steadily capturing the left in the British 
political spectrum. This proved to be significant in that the Labour 
Party adopted the dissenting views on foreign and naval policy in the 
postwar period completely and almost without question. By 1918, 
and, indeed, throughout the 1920s, it was the Labour Party which 
held itself to be the political expression of a new approach to the 
conduct of British external policy. Showing typical social democratic 
self-righteousness, Labour Party leaders and their supporters attacked 
the foreign and naval policies of their political adversaries on the right 
and in the middle as misguided or malevolent - or both.14 Once the 
Unionist Party had shorn itself of Lloyd George and his little band of 
loyal Liberals in 1922, and re-adopted its old name, the Conservative 
Party, the domestic battle-lines over shaping British foreign and naval 
policy were drawn clearly. 

The difficulty for British diplomatists and sailors in the 1920s was 
that the traditional goals of British external policy - preserving the 
general European balance of power and defending the Empire - had 
not changed. However, with financial problems, the emergence of 
strong dissent over diplomacy and arms procurement, and the Labour 
Party replacing the Liberals on the left, the domestic situation had 
changed. The problem for the predominantly Conservative govern
ments of the period 1918 to 1929 - and Lloyd George's Liberal
Unionist coalition, which lasted until October 1922, can be con
sidered 'conservative' since the Unionists had two-thirds of the 
Government's seats in the Commons - was to juggle Britain's exter
nal requirements with its domestic reality. By 1919 Britain was over
extended in the world. Revolutions in 1917 and 1918 had toppled the 
monarchical regimes in Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia, 
introducing economic, political, and social instability into European 
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affairs, along with the bacillus of bolshevism. Added to this was the 
French bacillus. Blinded by victory into pursuing perhaps the most 
vengeful policies towards a defeated enemy since T amerlane at 
Aleppo and Damascus, France threatened to disrupt the balance of 
power to the detriment of British interests. British diplomatists had to 
work hard to preserve some equilibrium between France and 
Germany, strengthening the latter without unduly antagonizing the 
former. 15 

Most important of all, the United States was beginning to challenge 
Britain as the only truly global power. The United States had clearly 
emerged from the war as the leading financial power in the world. 
Although the American Senate rejected the Treaty of Versailles in 
1919 and, in doing so, isolated their country from the political affairs 
of Europe and the wider world, a wide range of American leaders, 
especially within the Republican Party, which captured the 
Presidency and both houses of Congress in the 1920 elections, 
determined to involve the United States economically wherever poss
ible around the globe. 16 This involved collecting war debts owed 
Americans by their former allies, protecting established markets as 
well as those won from the British during the war, and seeking new 
ones in other places in the world. The basis of this American econ
omic involvement in the world was to be a strong navy .17 It was the 
rise of American navalism in the 1920s, and the British response to it, 
conditioned by domestic political considerations, that produced the 
fundamental change in British naval policy by the time of the London 
naval conference in 1930- formal naval parity with another power. 

The crucial change in British naval policy occurred through a series 
of events between mid-1927 and early 1930, that is, from the abortive 
Coolidge conference of 1927 to the successful London naval confer
ence of 1930. Earlier in the decade, in 1920, the Admiralty's ad
mission that 'the utmost we can hope for in the near future is to 
possess a fleet as large as that of any other single power.t 8 was not 
made public. There was no need to state this to the world and take the 
chance that potential enemies might exploit the situation to the Royal 
Navy's disadvantage. Throughout 1921 the financial situation in the 
country did not improve, as levels of unemployment remained high 
and problems in British industry militated against a quick economic 
recovery from the war. Lloyd George's coalition Government recog-
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nized that some sort of retrenchment had to be implemented to 
alleviate the situation and divert more money to help the economi
cally disadvantaged and revitalize industry.19 When the chance to 
effect economies in arms spending suddenly presented itself in late 
1921 with the American-sponsored Washington Conference, Lloyd 
George's Government participated willingly.20 At Washington, the 
principal naval powers - Britain, the United States, Japan, France, 
and Italy - agreed to limit the size and numbers of their capital ships 
within a tonnage ratio of, respectively, 5:5:3:1.75:1.75.21 The dele
gates attempted to restrict cruisers as well, but this failed for a variety 
of reasons. All the Washington treaty did was to limit cruisers to a 
10,000 ton maximum, with guns not exceeding eight inches. 

Limiting capital ships at Washington meant in essence limiting the 
battle fleets of the powers. The financial savings from this, especially 
for Britain, benefited successive governments in the 1920s.22 But it 
was over cruisers that Anglo-American antagonism developed in the 
1920s, and it was over the cruiser question that the crucial naval arms 
limitation debate was conducted in Britain, a debate involving the 
Cabinet, civil service advisers in the Admiralty, Foreign Office, and 
Treasury, the Labour Party, and various extra-parliamentary organiz
ations. Cruisers were at once the chief naval weapon for attacking 
and for defending maritime lines of communication. During the war, 
the British had used the Royal Navy's cruisers to blockade success
fully the central powers. 23 American trade with the central powers 
had suffered, as had the amour-propre of the United States as a great 
power, in the period until April1917, when the Americans joined the 
Allied coalition. In the post-Washington Conference period, the 
Americans indicated that they were prepared to build a cruiser fleet to 
enforce their brand of 'the freedom of the seas' against any future 
application of British blockade.24 The American assumption was that 
somehow the United States would always thereafter be neutral. The 
British were more realistic. As the leading maritime member of the 
League of Nations, Britain might at some time have to help enforce 
economic sanctions at sea against any League-defined transgressor of 
peace. More importantly, should they in future be involved in a war, 
the British would also need cruisers to protect seaborne lifelines both 
into the home islands and out to the Empire and foreign markets; by 
the same token, as had happened between 1914 and 1918, cruisers 
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would also be necessary to blockade the enemy. Therefore, British 
foreign and naval policies had to respond to this American naval 
challenge. Given relative United States economic strength after 1918, 
American navalism was far more dangerous to Britain than that 
which suffused German foreign policy before 1914. 

In November 1924 a Conservative Government under Sir Stanley 
Baldwin came to power. It was this ministry, lasting until June 
1929, which resolved the intra-governmental debate over cruisers; 
when its Labour successor took office and then formalized com
plete Anglo-American naval parity at London in 1930, Labour 
followed a blueprint laid out by the successful resolution of the 
domestic debate during Baldwin's Government. The protagonists in 
this debate were many and varied, but six men were crucial to its 
conduct. Sir William Bridgeman, the First Lord of the Admiralty, and 
Sir Maurice Hankey, the Secretary to both the Cabinet and the 
Committee of Imperial Defence, advocated the navalist point of view. 
J. Ramsay MacDonald, the leader of the Labour Party and of the 
official opposition until 1929 and the Prime Minister thereafter, was 
the focus of left-wing dissent. He was joined at a crucial moment by 
Robert, Viscount Cecil of Chelwood, a renegade Tory who not only 
resigned from Baldwin's Cabinet in protest over the failure of the 
Coolidge conference in August 1927 but was throughout a leading 
light in the powerful extra-parliamentary League of Nations Union. 
Sir Austen Chamberlain, Baldwin's Foreign Secretary, had the 
moderate voice. Hovering above the fray was Sir Winston Churchill, 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, who, in an unceasing attempt to 
achieve political kudos and thereby capture the premiership, was 
extending the dark hand of the Treasury into every facet of 
Government expenditure. 

The American President, Calvin Coolidge, called for a new naval 
conference in the summer of 1927 to extend the Washington treaty 
ratios for capital ships to lesser craft: submarines, destroyers, 
cruisers, and auxiliary vessels such as mine-sweepers. 25 Although 
Coolidge's ostensible reason for calling the conference was to reduce 
arms spending by his Administration, he needed some major foreign 
policy coup to ensure the electoral success of the Republican Party for 
the scheduled 1928 presidential-congressional elections; in the 
November 1926 mid-term elections, the Republicans had suffered at 
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the polls and had had their Senate majority almost wiped out. 
Baldwin's Government agreed to attend the conference, as did the 
Japanese. However, the French and Italians refused to participate 
because of mutual mistrust and suspicion over naval power in the 
Mediterranean. At Geneva, where the conference met, the three 
powers agreed on limiting destroyers, submarines, and auxiliary ves
sels.26 Just as at Washington six years before, cruisers proved to be 
the sticking point. The British said they needed 70 cruisers - about 
500,000 tons in aggregate - whilst the Americans claimed they 
needed 50 cruisers- about 400,000 tons in aggregate.27 The central 
point of dispute was whether parity in cruisers should be at a figure 
convenient to Britain or to the United States. Cecil and Bridgeman 
represented Britain at Geneva and, when the conference broke up 
over an inability by the two home governments to compromise, Cecil 
left the Government, blaming his colleagues for the failure to reach an 
agreement. 28 

Cecil's resignation precipitated a vituperative domestic debate in 
Britain over naval arms limitation and, simultaneously, worsened 
Anglo-American relations.29 Americans interpreted his resignation as 
proof that their policies had been correct at Geneva and hence, until 
the preparations for the 1930 London naval conference began two 
years later, Anglo-American relations were subjected to great strain. 
However, it was within Britain that the crucial debate about British 
naval limitation policy occurred, a debate which touched on the 
foreign and defence policies which those in power were executing to 
defend Britain's external position. The navalists led by Bridgeman 
and Hankey were adamant that 70 cruisers represented the minimum 
necessary to protect sea routes and blockade the enemy in time of 
war. The Admiralty Plans Division had come to this conclusion prior 
to the Coolidge conference, and this served as the basis of British 
proposals.30 Bridgeman made public statements in November 1927 
indicating that Britain remained unopposed to the United States 
building a cruiser fleet equal to that of Britain - this at the same time 
when, under pressure from Churchill to effect retrenchment, he 
announced that Britain would build just one of three projected 
cruisers in that year's building programme.31 Nonetheless, the 
Baldwin Government had no intention of formalizing such an 
arrangement, since unforeseen events might necessitate increased 
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cruiser construction and Britain did not want its hands tied. 
This enraged the Labour Party, especially MacDonald, who put 

Anglo-American accord above all else, but he was also in the midst of 
preparing the Labour Party for the next general election, which might 
come in late 1928 or early 1929. By taking a firm line against the 
Conservatives over the need for good relations between Britain and 
the United States, as well as for reductions in arms spending, the 
savings from which could be redirected towards improving the social 
and economic conditions of the country, Labour's electoral appeal 
would be decidedly enhanced. Accordingly, in early November 1927, 
MacDonald introduced a motion of censure in the Commons which 
deplored: 

the lack of preparation by the Government and the military 
character of the British delegation which seriously contributed 
to the failure of the recent naval conference at Geneva, the slow 
progress made by the League of Nations Preparatory 
Commission [another arms limitation effort then trying to affect 
universal limitation] ... and the refusal of the Government to 
accept the principle of arbitration and promote a scheme of 
international security guaranteed by the League of Nations. 32 

Outside Parliament, MacDonald charged Baldwin's Government 
with conducting the British case at Geneva with 'war methods rather 
than peace methods'.33 These kinds of attack continued for almost 
two years, until the general election of May 1929, allowing 
MacDonald and the Labour Party to carve for themselves a position 
within the domestic political milieu in which they seemed to hold a 
fundamentally different view of foreign and defence policy from that 
held by the Conservatives. 

MacDonald and his party were aided in their efforts by Cecil. Cecil 
was a prominent member of the League of Nations Union; indeed, he 
had taken a pivotal role as a member of the British delegation at the 
Paris Peace Conference in 1919 to help create the League.34 

Established to promote the League ideal in Britain, the Union was 
ostensibly non-partisan, but its leaders gradually became critics of the 
Baldwin Government's foreign policy after 1924 because Chamber
lain and other ministers did not see the international organization as a 
diplomatic panacea for meeting every international crisis. Moreover, 
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when Baldwin formed his ministry in November 1924, Chamberlain 
had bested Cecil in an intra-Cabinet dispute over control of British 
League policy - before this, the Foreign Secretary did not always 
determine this critical element of post-1919 external policy, which 
caused Britain to speak at times with two contradictory diplomatic 
voices.35 When Cecil resigned from the Cabinet, the Union, especially 
Gilbert Murray, its chairman and Cecil's friend, took a partisan 
stance against the Conservatives. This angered Chamberlain, then 
seeking a way to keep Anglo-American relations running smoothly 
externally whilst, within the country, finding a compromise between 
the navalists and the 'troublemakers'.36 Although the Union did not 
become an overt ally of the Labour Party in the 1929 election, its 
position on a range of foreign and naval policy issues touching British 
official attitudes towards the League put it squarely in the dissenters' 
camp. 

However, it was Cecil who served to unite extra-parliamentary 
opposition to Conservative foreign and naval policy. From his seat in 
the Lords, he spoke out continuously against his former colleagues 
about the high cost of naval spending, as well as on a variety of 
domestic issues including the need for a variety of reformist social and 
political policies.37 By the autumn of 1928, Cecil was attacking the 
Baldwin ministry for pursuing arms limitation and not disarma
ment.38 At the same time, Philip Noel Baker, a friend and acolyte of 
Cecil, and an advocate of complete and universal disarmament, was 
also advising MacDonald on matters of foreign and defence policy.39 

Whilst MacDonald avoided the scridency of Cecil and Noel Baker in 
his public pronouncements - he dared not attack the hallowed insti
tution of the Royal Navy - he laid great stress on the need for 
Anglo-American harmony; if this meant reducing British cruiser 
strength to appease the Americans, then it was worth the price.40 By 
early 1929, just before the election campaign got under way, the 
dissenters had established a firm position over the cruiser question, 
and they had the Labour Party on their side. 

During this whole process, Churchill tried to pursue policies at the 
Treasury to enhance his chances of succeeding Baldwin as leader of 
the Conservative Party. When he became Chancellor of the 
Exchequer in 1924, he had commented privately about the necessity 
of not endangering domestic programmes by building 'silly little 
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cruisers'41 - a fascinating opinion from a man who had served as First 
Lord of the Admiralty from 1911 to 1915. His purpose was to avoid 
giving the 'socialists' an opportunity to attack the domestic record of 
the Conservative Government, but in 1927, during the Coolidge 
conference, Churchill had shown that he was as adamant as 
Bridgeman and the navalists in maintaining British maritime supre
macy, this despite the fact that he had almost broken the Cabinet in 
1925 by seeking to limit cruiser construction in his first budget.42 In 
fact, in the summer of 1927, Churchill appeared as a dedicated 
hardliner who showed definite anti-American tendencies. He argued 
that the Americans were out to secure naval supremacy on the cheap 
by forcing Britain to accept cruiser parity at a low level. So, to 
preserve the Royal Navy's preeminence, this had to be resisted at all 
costs. He emphasized this to the Cabinet in late July: 

No doubt it is quite right in the interests of peace to go on 
talking about war with the United States being 'unthinkable'. 
Everyone knows that this is not true. However foolish and 
disastrous such a war would be, it is in fact, the only basis upon 
which the Naval discussions at Geneva are proceeding .... 
Evidently on the basis of American Naval superiority speciously 
disguised as parity immense dangers overhang the future of the 
world.43 

In the final phase of the conference, Churchill played a key role in 
the Cabinets that forced Bridgeman and Cecil to take the hardest line 
possible against the Americans.44 His purpose was to enhance his 
prestige both in the Cabinet and amongst the Conservative Party 
generally, something not lost on Cecil, who, when he resigned, laid 
the blame for the failure of the conference on Churchill.45 However, 
despite this vocal defence of Royal Navy paramountcy, Churchill 
again went on to enforce Treasury parsimony in naval spending after 
the summer of 1927. This led to his success in November in having 
just one of the three projected cruisers built. In this way, Churchill 
had come to advocate two paradoxical policies simultaneously: the 
need for British maritime supremacy and a practical expression of 
naval arms retrenchment by the Government. As the general election 
loomed in late 1928 and early 1929, Churchill did all possible to 
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dampen public talk about naval expenditures by the Government.46 

In essence, although he did not wish it, Churchill had become an ally 
of the Labour Party in the run-up to the 1929 election because of his 
erratic tendencies. 

It was in this context that Chamberlain sought to maintain a 
workable Anglo-American relationship whilst cooling the domestic 
debate over arms limitation. Unlike British navalists, Chamberlain 
and the Foreign Office reckoned that if the United States decided to 
build a fleet equal to or exceeding that of Britain, it alone of the great 
powers had the economic resources and industrial capacity to do so.47 

If the United States decided to build because of a perceived British 
threat, then Britain would be forced to build as well to maintain the 
'one-power standard'. Chamberlain and his advisers based their argu
ments on the damage an Anglo-American naval race could do to 
Britain's external position - concerned with foreign policy, the 
Foreign Office was less inclined to weigh heavily domestic repercus
sions when fashioning diplomatic strategies; nonetheless, the ability 
of Britain to shift enough resources into a major building programme, 
coupled with the political price to be paid domestically, had a promi
nent place in Foreign Office arguments brought before the Cabinet. 
Accordingly, the Foreign Office accepted that Britain had a need for a 
minimum number of cruisers to protect its maritime lines of com
munication and support the nation's foreign policy. If people like 
Cecil and Noel Baker and their fellow travellers in the Labour Party 
had their way, Britain's naval strength would be diminished and the 
Royal Navy's ability to underscore foreign policy with strength ham
pered. Britain would slip from the rank of great powers, the Empire 
would certainly begin to disintegrate, and the domestic implications 
of this would be too much to contemplate. Such a decline would not 
happen overnight, but allowing the Royal Navy to be overtaken in 
strength by the naval forces of another power would certainly be the 
first step by Britain down the slippery slope to second or third rank 
status. 

Therefore, Chamberlain and the Foreign Office suggested that the 
Baldwin Government consider some sort of agreement with the 
Americans over the twisted questions of maritime belligerent rights 
and the freedom of the seas. This, after all, was the nub of the cruiser 
debate. Chamberlain did not say that Britain should surrender its 
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traditional rights of blockade, which had worked with spectacular 
success during the war; he only said that they should be investi
gated.48 By March 1929, two months before the general election, 
Chamberlain had overcome the opposition of naval hardliners in the 
Cabinet, including the mercurial Churchill, to investigate this possi
bility with the Americans.49 The key to such an investigation would 
be a visit by a high level British official to the United States after the 
election. Both Baldwin and Chamberlain considered the matter of 
such a visit in the twilight of the Conservative Government, and both 
were prepared to travel to the United States.50 The essential point in 
this was to prevent a naval arms race between Britain and the United 
States, something which, for Chamberlain, could have an unfavour
able impact on Britain both externally and internally. 

However, the Labour Party won the election. MacDonald took 
personal control of Anglo-American relations and moved to resolve 
the naval question himself. In doing this, he followed essentially the 
blueprint that had been devised by Chamberlain.51 MacDonald 
travelled to the United States in October 1929, meeting there with the 
new President, Herbert Hoover. They decided that an agreement on 
maritime belligerent rights and the freedom of the seas was unneces
sary. Now, just as much as the British, the Americans did not want 
their hands tied over blockade in the future, nor did they want an 
expensive naval arms race. The crucial point here is that MacDonald 
could not conduct his policies in late 1929 and early 1930 in a 
political vacuum. He had restricted himself domestically by the posi
tion he had taken when appealing for votes in the two difficult years 
after the Coolidge conference. He had to balance Britain's external 
requirements with the domestic political support he received from his 
party, dissenters like Cecil, and groups like the League of Nations 
Union. 

Of course, Labour did not have a fundamentally different external 
policy once it took office in 1929. The practicability of a 'social 
democratic' diplomacy proved to be a mirage when MacDonald and 
his senior colleagues actually held responsibility for protecting 
Britain's external interests, interests which were permanent and fixed: 
maintaining the balance of power in Europe, conducting imperial 
defence, and planning to protect seaborne trade in the event of some 
international crisis. In democratic countries like Britain, an oppo-
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sition party must articulate policies which castigate those of the 
Government and show simultaneously a more enlightened approach 
to problem solving. This held for the foreign and defence policy 
pronouncements of MacDonald and the Labour Party issued between 
August 1927 and May 1929- although their enlightenment is deba
table. In the end foreign policy issues did not much influence the 1929 
general election;52 still, they probably added to the electoral appeal of 
Labour. That Labour ideas had to be modified after May 1929 
showed the need of politicians when in opposition to appeal for votes 
and, once entrenched in office, make changes to proposed policy so 
that it could conform to the real situation.53 Put more cynically, it 
showed the necessity of promising anything to gain power and, when 
in office, deviating from those promises when it was expedient to do 
so by appealing to the reality of practical politics. 

Despite what some partisan Labour historians contend,54 

MacDonald's advent to power did not provide for a new diplomacy. 
MacDonald received and accepted with little question the same ad
vice, from the same Foreign Office and diplomatic advisers at 
Downing Street, that had been tendered to Baldwin and Chamberlain 
-from Sir Robert Vansittart, the head of the Foreign Office American 
Department from 1924 to 1928 and afterwards the Principal Private 
Secretary in the Prime Minister's Office, and Sir Robert Craigie, 
Vansittart's successor in the American Department.55 When he 
travelled to the United States to meet Hoover in the autumn of 1929, 
V ansittart and Craigie accompanied him - the same men who had 
advised his Conservative predecessors in formulating and executing 
the policy he had attacked after the failure of the Coolidge confer
ence. 56 Significantly, full-blown navalists like Hankey and trouble
makers like Cecil, the latter of whom had even been given a place at 
the Foreign Office after June 1929 to help make League policy as a 
reward for turning on his Conservative colleagues, remained at 
London. Had Baldwin or Chamberlain gone to meet Hoover, they 
certainly would have taken Vansittart and Craigie. Once in the 
United States, MacDonald made soothing speeches to obviate the 
hard feelings which had grown up amongst Americans during the last 
year or so of the Coolidge Administration. 57 Without doubt, Baldwin 
or Chamberlain would have done the same, the more so as the 
Foreign Office saw in the months prior to the 1929 general election 
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that Hoover's taking of the White House the previous autumn had 
altered profoundly the mood of domestic American politics towards 
Britain and its naval policies. 58 

What was important in MacDonald's policies of naval arms limi
tation after May 1929 centred on the new Prime Minister's consti
tuency within Britain. He genuflected to a certain degree to those 
supporting him both inside and outside Parliament. This meant an 
effort to secure formal naval parity as a means of resolving the cruiser 
controversy. It did not only constitute good politics, but was funda
mental to inhabiting the ideological niche which Labour had carved 
for itself to the left of the Conservatives. Here arose the basic differ
ence in the naval arms limitation policies of the two principal parties 
within Britain, differences which derived from domestic political 
considerations. If Baldwin and Chamberlain had approached the 
Americans, they, too, would have had to keep a wary eye on their 
domestic support, but where MacDonald and Labour were prepared 
to formalize Anglo-American naval parity as a means of effecting 
naval arms limitation - even if this meant doing so at a figure below 
the 70 cruiser level- Baldwin, Chamberlain, and the Conservatives 
would have bargained harder. They would have had to avoid antag
onizing Bridgeman, Churchill, and those like them - the stance taken 
at the Coolidge conference and in the two years following had shown 
this. As a consequence, the goal of limiting naval arms did not divide 
the parties. Division stemmed from how this was to be arranged and, 
in turn, this arose almost entirely from the sorts of domestic support 
underpinning the two parties. The primacy of domestic political 
considerations was the telling factor. 

Therefore, at the London naval conference Britain formalized com
plete naval parity with the Americans in a treaty.59 MacDonald 
managed to secure 50,000 cruiser tons more than were allotted to the 
United States, an advantage of about eight vessels for the Royal Navy, 
but the number of cruisers allowed Britain was pegged at 50, 20 less 
than that sought by the Baldwin Government at Geneva in 1927. In 
the event that war broke out, there would now be restraints on the 
conduct of British naval operations, the basis of British global power, 
which had never before existed. A new age was dawning in British 
diplomatic and naval history, and it was the result of the growing 
strength of the dissenting view about foreign policy, this as a function 
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of domestic political manoeuvring which had begun in a major way 
after the end of the Great War. 

III 

The story of how British politicians in the 1920s coped with naval 
arms limitation shows much about how domestic politics imposes 
itself on the fighting capacity of a nation. In the first place, it is easy 
when attempting to score political points at home to attack foreign 
and defence policy. This is especially so when the dissenters are not 
responsible for those policies. Indeed, for ambitious politicians on the 
make, especially those warming opposition benches, sniping at the 
men responsible for policy is easy. But it is also interesting to see that 
once the dissenters were in power and responsible for guiding the 
nation, they sought to be prudent and as cognizant of Britain's need 
for naval strength as the men they replaced. MacDonald after June 
1929 shows this clearly. 

The difficulty in suddenly turning from 'troublemaking' to manag
ing the country's external affairs was that the attacks on those in 
power were designed to achieve domestic political advantage. 
Domestic groups who supported the dissent expected there to be 
some change in policy once the critics were in office. Cecil, Noel 
Baker, and others like them expected this after Labour's success in 
1929; so, too, did the bulk of the Labour Party. To protect his 
position in both the country and the party, the focus of which was 
really the domestic reconstruction of Britain, limitations were put on 
MacDonald's handling of the negotiations with the Americans. He 
might follow Chamberlain's blueprint, but his domestic support res
trained his bargaining power. The result was that Royal Navy cruiser 
strength was established at a level below 70 cruisers by the London 
naval treaty. The diplomatic impact of this was a relative weakening 
of Britain's bargaining power in international affairs. The threat of 
naval intervention in support of foreign policy, even in support of the 
League of Nations, was reduced significantly by the formal admission 
of the 'one-power standard'.60 By 1930 Britain's fighting capacity had 
been affected by domestic political considerations, which restrained 
to a degree Britain's ability to go to war successfully to defend its 
national interests. 
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Lastly, there emerged amongst the dissenters, especially in the 
1930s, the idea that those who desired substantial naval strength to 
maintain British interests abroad were somehow blinkered war
mongers. This resulted from the change in attitude towards foreign 
policy and national armed strength that emerged out of the Great 
War. Cecil and others like him felt that weapons caused war, and that 
national defence had to be sublimated to a certain extent to the 
League. British naval arms limitation policy arose from within 
Britain, and it was the increasing ability of the dissenters to influence 
voters, and capture the foreign policy-making apparatus of the 
Labour Party, that affected the implementation of stronger foreign 
and naval policies. Moderate men like Chamberlain might seek a 
middle road; ambitious men like Churchill might waver from one 
extreme to the other; but it remains a fact that in the 1920s the 
vagaries of domestic politics in Britain largely shaped British naval 
arms limitation policy. For better or worse, they affected the fighting 
capacity of the nation. 
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Security policy has four faces- arms, money, diplomacy and politics. 
Policy communities consider, unavoidably and in relative terms, each 
of these factors: 

1. weapons systems built, under construction and planned for each 
branch of the armed forces, construction facilities and the supply 
of skilled labour, base facilities, and technological change which 
determines obsolescence; 

2. financial constraints as a reflection of economic performance, in 
the light of alternative claims on budgetary resources; 

3. alliances and alignments, bilateral and multilateral, under, for 
example, League of Nations auspices or outside such frameworks, 
in being and contemplable, ranging over political and strategic 
issues, that is over cooperation and arms limitation, and invoking a 
puzzle that rests less on simplistic calculations about joining or 
opposing actual or potential threats to the balance of power and 
more on central paradoxes- that is, that current allies are actual or 
potential enemies and that aligning with the friends of one's enem
ies may be as sound a way to undermine hostility and dissolve 
vulnerability as joining the enemies of one's enemies; and 

4. the inescapable need to legitimate policy, to explain and justify the 
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course of action being taken as leaders explore the politics of 
decision in pursuit of the 'stay in office' imperative. 

Policy communities consider these factors and the relationships be
tween them as they weigh the merits of defensive and offensive 
strategic doctrines, calculate trends in the strategic balance, toward 
and away from relative inferiority, judge the credibility of deterrents, 
the probability of war and the temptation of preemption, identify 
enemies by intentions and capabilities, and estimate the proportions, 
imminence, location and circumstances of and in which a threat 
might have to be faced when deterrence fails, and, ultimately, the 
extent and nature of risk, of policy failure and political disgrace. 
Members of policy communities attempt to reduce this complexity to 
one of its essences - the relationship of resources to commitments and 
of capabilities to goals. 

The Context: March 1917 to August 1921 

The period from March 1917 to August 1921 ended as it began, with 
inconclusive deliberations at an imperial conference in London that 
were part of an intermittent, hesitant and unresolved debate about 
imperial security. The documentary trail of that debate is well 
marked.1 It took place after 1918 in the midst of physical and 
psychological demobilization in Britain and the Dominions. Every 
considered report, each forthcoming meeting, all the recommen
dations had been an excuse for inaction and delay; Canada, for 
example, avoided committing itself to a long-term naval defence 
policy in the face of British indecision. 

Australian, Canadian and New Zealand leaders, Billy Hughes, Sir 
Robert Borden (and Arthur Meighen, his politically doomed suc
cessor from July 1920) and William Massey, were both direct partici
pants in and distant observers of what had and had not been 
accomplished by the Lloyd George Government in its attempts to 
furnish an adequate measure of security for the Asia-Pacific region 
since 1918. The Dominion leaders, however devoted to the Empire, 
were not of one mind on several vital issues; quite the reverse, in fact. 
By August 1921, they were not, for their various reasons, especially 
reassured. Certain aspects of the debate had been satisfying, to some 
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degree, if not uniformly so; other features of the debate had been 
deeply disturbing. Canada, for example, defined security in terms of 
Atlanticism, of a pax Anglo-Americana. Despite idle talk of Canada 
as a 'Belgium' or a hostage, its leaders were unmoved, justifiably, by 
the predicament that would emerge from that most improbable of 
occurrences, an Anglo-American war. Indeed, Anglo-American 
accord was seen as the only credible basis for a regime of arms 
limitation. Australia and New Zealand could not define security 
exclusively in that way; they were more exposed and felt more 
vulnerable. Yet all three Dominions consumed the security provided 
by others, producing for themselves only those increments of security 
that polities and finance permitted, and commitment and status 
demanded. 

The varying degrees of comfort felt by the Dominion prime minis
ters came from several developments. First, they had taken on the role 
they preferred, or could settle for, in the formulation of imperial 
security policies, evading less attractive positions. As economic and 
security policies had evolved alongside institutional growth and con
stitutional development, members of the British Cabinet had emerged 
as the most influential, engaged and informed members of an imperial 
policy community, that was, however, distinctly less hierarchical.2 

The trend had gone so far that Borden and Meighen could claim a 
decisive voice in imperial issues involving the United States, and 
suggest that Canada was neither automatically nor necessarily bound 
by commitments entered into by Britain. However, influence brought 
commitment and put an end to egregious free-riding; it also made the 
Dominion premiers in part responsible for the indecision, for the 
mixed record. 

Second, they appreciated Lloyd George's financial difficulties and 
political predicament - his problems were, after all, their own writ 
large. But because of these post-war difficulties, the Empire's central
ity to the British scheme of things, its meaning in terms of status, 
prestige, power and resources to Britain, was never in question. The 
Empire was the measure of Britain's global standing. The Lloyd 
George Government was wedded to the preservation of necessary 
sea power and to the provision of imperial security; those commit
ments were not oratorical. The Dominions were emerging as auton
omous, modest but strategically significant allies, proto-regional 
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small powers, which could make contributions to the common good 
as well as to their own security. 

Third, despite Lloyd George's European, Russian, Near Eastern, 
Irish and domestic agendas, the Asia-Pacific region had gained a 
certain salience. Indeed, it had an unenviable identity born of simmer
ing tension and discernible threat, of incipient instability and predic
table conflict. The regional security concerns of Australia and New 
Zealand were valid. The Empire was strategically vulnerable and 
could not be underinsured in the Pacific. Whether or not it had been 
underinsured in the First World War was a mildly controversial issue, 
relating naval capability to the wisdom of relying on Japan. Whether 
Britain could, by a combination of naval preparedness and diplomatic 
manoeuvre, meet its global responsibilities and obligations, in the 
face of economic and political constraints, remained to be seen. 
Choices would have to be made, but the Dominion prime ministers 
were sure that there would be no British abdication, diplomatic or 
naval, from Asia-Pacific. The Pacific, and the approaches to it, like 
home waters and the Mediterranean, were included in the designation 
of vital seas and oceans. The Empire's interests in Asia-Pacific were 
clearly defined and most decidedly central - to protect trade routes 
and communication lines, to remove any threat of aggression against 
Australia and New Zealand and their island territories, and to South
East Asia and India, and to ensure that China's economic develop
ment and political modernization would take place free of external 
domination if not penetration, so that British interests in China were 
safeguarded. The Dominion leaders were equally sure, though 
Borden, the Adanticist, arrived at the conclusion by different routes 
than Hughes and Massey, that the Empire could not find security in 
the League of Nations. 

The fourth consideration was bound up with a paradox. The 
Empire's naval rivals (and one could argue that in 1918 a naval race 
was already in progress) and its principal competitors in Asia- Japan 
and the United States -were also its ally and associate. Whether there 
was something to be gained from a war between Japan and the United 
States was not at all clear, but the Dominion prime ministers, Borden 
far less than Hughes and Massey, were comforted by the decision, or 
the unavoidable tendency, to treat both Japan and the United States 
as 'normal powers'. That meant that they would be judged principally 
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by their record and current behaviour, and less out of an excess of 
either nostalgia or idealistic sentiment. Two consequences flowed 
from this realism - a consensus that Japan was a formidable and 
immediate threat to Asia-Pacific security; and an assumption that the 
United States was almost as improbable an ally as it was an initiator 
of an Anglo-American war.3 This last assumption led to a further 
conclusion - Australia and New Zealand, unlike Canada, could not 
consume the security provided by the United States. From Britain's 
vantage point, rumours and hints of the Pacific dominions turning to 
the United States for protection could be judged for what they were. 

Finally, the Dominion prime ministers, each in his way, were 
satisfied with the racial dimensions of the predicament, gathering in 
both political reassurance and psychological bolstering. The Empire 
was held up for all to see as a bridge between the races, as a 
promising, even remarkable, experiment in racial cooperation. At the 
same time, Atlanticists exchanged 'kith and kin' phrases, and Japan's 
international racial aspirations had been checked. Dominion discri
minatory immigration and tariff policies were left untouched, if not 
unchallenged, wrapped in claims to sovereignty and axioms about 
non-interference in the domestic affairs of any state. The racism of 
Australian officials was particularly virulent; the Japanese were 'too 
many, too clever and too yellow'. 4 But this official racism was not 
allowed to undermine the Australian-New Zealand case for the 
perpetuation of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance beyond 1921. Indeed, 
the Japanese threat to Australia and New Zealand made the alliance 
mandatory. 

Yet much was left unanswered definitively. All participants in the 
imperial conference of 1921 had agreed that the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance could not continue in its current form and could not be 
replaced by an alliance with the United States. They recognized, 
furthermore, that a tripartite arrangement, an exchange of notes or a 
declaration of common purpose, but not a triple alliance, was the 
preferable, indeed, ideal outcome.5 But was the preferable attainable? 
The signs were mixed, from both Tokyo and Washington. And would 
a tripartite arrangement once negotiated be ratified, or would it be 
hostage to United States politics? Only Meighen seemed confident. 
Lloyd George, under pressure from Hughes, confirmed on 
27 July, therefore, that if a tripartite arrangement could not be 
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negotiated, the alliance, modified principally to accommodate obli
gations under the League of Nations and eliminating any reference to 
India, would remain in force until either ally gave one year's notice of 
termination. The alliance would not be terminated without cause, 
thereby avoiding further damage to Anglo-Japanese relations and the 
appearance of racism, of a closing of the ranks of the white races 
against Japan. Indeed, Japan would not be constrained in China 
merely to satisfy the United States. Meighen and Smuts had not 
triumphed; the security interests of Australia and New Zealand had 
not been discounted. The Washington Conference would demon
strate whether the United States would join in a tripartite pact. 

Strategic questions also remained unsolved, some of them as funda
mental as the size and composition of the Royal Navy relative to the 
Japanese and US fleets, in the light of technological change (the 
Jellicoe reports,6 and the value of the capital ship in the face of the 
submarine and air power). Its deployment rested on the provision of 
base facilities and fuel reserves. The United States, with its 1916 and 
1918 naval programmes and Wilson's stubborn refusal to concede 
naval supremacy to Britain, was by far the greater source of com
plexity and uncertainty; Japanese naval plans seemed predictable by 
comparison, and threatening, but political and financial constraints 
might yet intervene and dampen down or end the naval race. 

On the assumption that Britain could neither, in a heady moment 
of Atlanticism, ignore the United States in setting its naval policy, nor, 
on Admiralty advice, achieve security through naval construction, 
confronting the United States with the current reality and potential of 
British sea power, the question became what judicious mixture of 
naval construction and diplomacy would eliminate, or substantially 
reduce, the threats to British maritime security and prestige. 

What of the Pacific? Beyond the assumption that the Empire would 
not face a joint United States-Japanese challenge, little was deter
mined. The technical expertise of the Admiralty was never chal
lenged, but strategic wisdom did not necessarily coincide with 
political and financial realities when the effectiveness of Dominion 
contributions to general security, to burden-sharing, was at issue. The 
Admiralty preferred a unified, integrated imperial naval service, a 
single imperial fleet, dispersed in peace, concentrated in war, but 
under unified control and command in peace and war, enjoying the 
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freedom of manoeuvre that an elaborate system of bases and oil 
storage facilities provided. The governing concepts were unity of 
strategic direction, mobility, conformity, coordination and interchan
geability, applied appropriately to construction, training, materiel, 
intelligence and administration. Dominion navies would reach peak 
levels of efficiency in this strategic arrangement; the Empire would 
achieve security if the imperial fleet controlled the vital seas. This 
vision seemed preferable to the development of separate Dominion 
navies under local control in peacetime, meeting local needs and 
hoping to be able to unite promptly and efficiently in the event of war. 
Compromise lay in the Dominions constructing their own naval 
forces, preferably concentrating on light cruisers and submarines, 
developing their own construction and repair facilities, training their 
own personnel, and accepting surplus British ships in the form of 
integrated fleet units. Dominion naval forces would cooperate and 
coordinate with their British counterparts as fully as possible in 
peacetime, helping, for example, to police trade routes and communi
cations lines. In time of war they would come under imperial control 
and direction. 

The British Government and the Dominions had, of necessity, 
examined the relationship between naval policy and diplomacy, be
tween providing security for the Pacific and perpetuating the Anglo
Japanese Alliance. Such reasoning took them back to the United 
States. Somewhere between Atlanticist dogma and Hughes's charge 
that the United States was both an irresponsible and a militarist 
power, and a threat to the Empire on both counts, lay grounds for 
pragmatism. US official and public opposition to the alliance was 
unrelenting, and would help determine whether the United States 
judged the one-power standard, Britain's declaratory naval policy, to 
be a provocative warning or a conciliatory gesture. Meighen argued 
that the alliance would continue to serve as an excuse and a reason 
for US naval construction, undermining prospects for an arms control 
agreement and for avoiding a naval race. Termination of the alliance, 
on the other hand, would lead to a naval arms limitation agreement. 
Meighen, therefore, dismissed as unsound the suggestion that Britain 
could force a naval agreement out of the United States as the price of 
terminating the alliance. 

Japan, because of its record, most recently in the war, was both 
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controversial and inscrutable. The Standing Defence Sub-Committee 
concluded in May 1921, as had the Admiralty in February 1920, that 
the loss of the alliance made naval preparedness unavoidable, and 
that lack of naval power made the alliance mandatory. So the threads 
of relationships were spun out- Britain could neither deter nor coerce 
Japan without being able to project naval power into the Pacific, and 
that predicament made an alliance with Japan all the more desirable; 
to maintain the alliance and to recreate British naval power in the 
Pacific would be provocative to the United States; to have neither 
would be to abdicate to the United States. As arms and diplomacy 
went hand-in-hand, where could a solution be found? Ideally, in 
avoiding a provocative choice between Japan and the United States 
while negotiating an arms limitation agreement that spelled security 
for the Pacific. 

Such reasoning led to the Singapore strategy, proposed by the 
Lloyd George Government and agreed on at the Imperial Conference 
in 1921. There would be no new imperial Pacific fleet. The main 
British fleet would cruise home and Mediterranean waters. A start 
would be made to remedying the obsolescence of Britain's capital 
ships fleet. It would be dispatched to the Pacific at short notice in 
times of crisis or war. It would operate in the Pacific from a modern, 
fortified naval base, the costs of construction of which would, Britain 
hoped, be shared by the Dominions. Oil fuel reserves would be stored 
en route to Singapore, until fleet tankers were built. Britain would 
thus be able to deter or counter any threat in the Pacific and provide 
for the security of Australia and New Zealand. Here at least was a 
decision, but one that did little to alter strategic realities in the near 
future. Unanswered questions remained - how quickly could the 
Singapore naval base be built, and made invulnerable; was the strat
egy sound if it rested on the absence of a European naval rival; what if 
that rival joined Japan to challenge the Empire; what impact on 
Japanese and United States policy would the Singapore strategy have; 
did it provide a credible deterrent; and, if the deterrent failed, could 
the fleet operating from Singapore defeat the Japanese fleet, at an 
acceptable level of cost, or at all? 

Thus, by August 1921, little had been settled to the satisfaction of 
the Pacific Dominions. The future of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
remained uncertain; whether there would be security in Asia-Pacific 
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was unclear, and the problems associated with the emancipation of 
China had scarcely been addressed. Imperial security was still to be 
attained in a world Jan Smuts of South Africa saw as near bankrupt, 
financially, politically and morally, and quite mad. What lay ahead? 
An omnibus conference in Washington on naval arms limitation, 
Pacific security and China, and perhaps more7 -without prior ex
ploratory conversations a trois, let alone a preliminary conference. 
The Lloyd George Government had failed to establish an order of 
priority that would have given precedence to diplomacy, settling the 
future of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance before turning to naval issues. 
Charles Evans Hughes, the US Secretary of State, wanted to seize the 
moment on arms limitation. Yet the omens were not especially pro
mising, despite the expectations of Auckland Geddes, the British 
Ambassador in Washington. All the issues that had undermined 
Anglo-American accord since 1919- debts, Ireland, mandates, com
mercial rivalry, international cable systems - remained unresolved, 
and the summer of 1921 had secreted more irritants than balm. The 
Anglo-American relationship suffered from erratic diplomatic rep
resentation. Geddes blamed George Harvey, his counterpart in 
London, for the confusion and distrust. Harvey blamed Lloyd 
George, and Lord Curzon, the Foreign Secretary, was visibly upset at 
Hughes. There had been an unseemly scrambling for effect and 
initiative on both sides of the Atlantic, which did not augur well. At 
the same time, a certain distance had emerged in Anglo-Japanese 
relations, and a new dimension of doubt followed the assassination of 
the Japanese Prime Minister just four days before the conference 
opened. The Washington Conference was thus wrapped in uncer
tainty and unpredictability, while public expectations about the pro
spects for disarmament had risen markedly. The delegations faced 
formidable challenges. 

Preparations for the Washington Conference, August-November 
1921 

On 13 August 1921 the United States formally invited Britain, but not 
the Dominions, to attend the Washington Conference. Britain 
accepted on 19 August and informed the Dominions on 12 
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September.8 Dominion preparations, such as they were, followed, in 
anticipation of participating in the British Empire delegation. This 
aroused only Smuts, who pressed for separate invitations to the 
Dominions in October, despite the fact that South Africa had no 
discernible naval policy and declined to participate in the conference. 
No other Dominion leader thought it either appropriate to interject 
constitutional questions into the preparations for the conference or 
wise to challenge the United States over status, thus damaging the 
atmosphere at the eleventh hour. Lloyd George finessed Smuts as he 
finessed the problem. He agreed with Smuts in principle, but 
Dominion participation in the British Empire delegation would result 
in separate Dominion signatures on every agreement reached. All the 
Dominion representatives would have to sign in order for the Empire 
delegation to be committed to any agreement, and any Dominion 
representative could reserve assent on behalf of his government. 
Arthur Balfour, the chief British delegate, would sign for South 
Africa, as Milner had in the treaty of St Germaine. These arrange
ments would be explained to the Americans during the conference 'at 
some convenient moment'. Lloyd George concluded that Dominion 
status would not be injured by, in effect, ignoring the issue. Massey 
and Hughes agreed. The essential consideration was that the Empire 
should speak with one voice, 'with no uncertain sound'. Dissension 
within imperial ranks would be fatal. Lloyd George should not 
capitulate to Smuts.9 

It seemed reasonable to assume that an Empire delegation not led 
by the British Prime Minister could not be manned by Dominion 
premiers, but Lloyd George pressed Massey and Hughes to attend. If 
they did not, he wondered whether one delegate might represent both 
Australia and New Zealand, 'as your standpoints are identical'. Lloyd 
George had in mind Lord Novar, experienced in Australian affairs 
and understanding the United States. Massey should consult Hughes. 
Hughes agreed that identical interests suggested a single representa
tive, who, by Cabinet decision, must be an Australian Cabinet 
Minister. Massey reported that he could not attend, that Hughes 
would not accept Lord Novar, and that each Dominion would send 
its own representative.10 

The identification of the British Empire delegation as the unit of 
action, and its organization, emphasized one of the realities of the 
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situation. Its political leaders were Balfour, Lord Lee of Fareham, the 
First Lord of the Admiralty, and Geddes. Its technical experts were 
Admirals Beatty and Chatfield, Lord Cavan and Air Vice-Marshal 
J.P.A. Higgins, along with Foreign Office and Board of Trade 
officials. Sir Maurice Hankey headed the secretariat. 1 1 British politi
cians, officials and technical experts, armed with their memoranda, 
dominated the delegation. It could hardly have been otherwise. Time 
was short and preparations even in London were hurried. Balfour 
was absent in Geneva, Curzon was overburdened, and the flow of 
information from London was initially thin and never impressive. 12 

The Dominion representatives and their meagre staffs looked to their 
British colleagues for leadership, albeit in a searching and at times 
even critical way. It would be wrong to assume, however, that mere 
membership of the Empire delegation banished the Dominion dele
gates to the remote periphery of the Conference. 

Massey sent Sir John Salmond, a distinguished constitutional law
yer, a former Solicitor-General and by then a judge of the Supreme 
Court. Salmond had little or no expertise in foreign or defence policy; 
the New Zealand archives contain no evidence of Salmond's formal 
briefing. He was to have an advisory role in the Empire delegation, 
presenting assertively the views of the New Zealand Government on 
matters pertaining to New Zealand. Massey seemed to assume that 
Salmond would not, therefore, participate in the conference proper. Ll 

E.O. Mousley, in London and known to Edward Grigg, Lloyd 
George's secretary, would serve as Salmond's secretary and publicity 
officer. 14 

Hughes chose Senator George F. Pearce, Minister for Home and 
Territories, former Defence Minister, and a student of Asia-Pacific 
affairs. 15 Pearce and Hughes were advised on Asia-Pacific affairs by 
E.L. Piesse, former Director of Military Intelligence, Director and sole 
incumbent of the Pacific Branch of the Prime Minister's Department 
from 1919 (renamed the Foreign Section (Pacific) in 1921), there 
being no Department of External Affairs as such. He was Australia's 
Japan expert. While not especially virulent, Piesse and those who 
reported to him saw conflict in racial terms, and identified imperialist, 
expansionist Japan, seeking to divide Britain from the United States, 
as the urgent threat to Australian security. Japan, sprung loose by 
arms limitation in the Pacific and by the relinquishing of British and 
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American offensive naval forces and bases, would pursue interests, 
including the domination of China, that threatened those of the white 
races. 16 But Piesse advocated the renewal of the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance. G.S. Knowles, as legal adviser, accompanied Piesse, but 
Pearce took no arms expert to the conference. 

Loring C. Christie, legal affairs adviser in the Department of 
External Affairs, had provided the link of intellectual unity in 
Canadian policy, as Meighen replaced Borden in July 1920. He was 
the principal architect of Canada's assault on the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance. Christie coordinated the Canadian preparations for the 
Washington Conference, liaised with Hankey, and then accompanied 
Borden to Washington. He was well connected in London, had 
earned Hankey's confidence, and, Mousley's claims notwithstanding, 
was likely to be the senior Dominion member of the secretariat to the 
Empire delegation. 17 Christie, in fact, took over from Hankey late in 
January 1922. Meighen, on the hustings, locked in a futile election 
battle with MacKenzie King, his Liberal opponent, was not in Ottawa 
often enough to play a role in the preparations for the conference. 
Early in October, he named Borden as Canada's delegate. King, as the 
newly elected Prime Minister, asked Borden to stay on in January 
1922 - a sound decision, but not one that was free of irritation on 
both sides. 18 

Christie was guarded about the conference's prospects, but, like 
Borden, he sensed its broader significance. It would be another step 
toward settling disputes by open, multilateral diplomacy rather than 
secret arrangements. Geddes was wrong to assume that the confer
ence was merely an artifact of American domestic politics. The 
Harding Administration's substantive concerns were shared by sev
eral senators. The conference could bring a new round of Anglo
American cooperation; the leadership provided by the Empire delega
tion could ensure its success. 19 Canadian preparations must be, there
fore, as thorough as time permitted and as discrete as Canadian 
interests demanded. 

Christie brought Borden up to date immediately. The Immigration 
Department was working on Asiatic immigration to Canada, he had 
prepared a study of the legal issues associated with the civil rights of 
Asiatics in Canada, and T.C.T. O'Hara, Deputy Minister of the 
Department of Trade and Commerce, was drafting a memorandum 
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on trade matters relating to China, Japan and Siberia. Memoranda 
were required from the Canadian Manufacturing Association to 
assist O'Hara, from the Royal Finance Corporation on loans to 
China, from the Bankers Association on Chinese finances, and from 
the naval, military and air services on matters of disarmament, even 
though Christie did not expect significant progress toward military 
disarmament, and air power was not specifically on the agenda. The 
emphasis in these preparations on economic and social issues was 
predictable, given Canada's concerns in and with East Asia.20 

The limitation of naval armaments, and all armaments for that 
matter, was, however, an issue of driving concern to Christie and 
Borden. They were convinced that the Canadian position on imperial 
defence, articulated since 1918, was sound. A centrally directed naval 
policy for the Empire and formulae to determine cost sharing were 
inappropriate. Each Dominion must determine its own naval policy 
while keeping in mind broader, imperial needs and consulting volun
tarily and freely on imperial policy. No greater burdens or responsibi
lities were desirable. The aim, Christie suggested, was not to create an 
imperial fighting machine in an effort to impose the Empire's will on 
other states. Force was neither the basis of nor the reason for the 
Empire's existence. Peace, not provocation, was its goal. The Empire 
should be neither a centralized political unit nor a formidable concen
tration of power. There would then be no reason or temptation to 
abuse power, and no incentive for other states to seek to destroy the 
Empire. This was, Christie insisted, a defensive not a pacifist philoso
phy, one seeking to preserve the Empire's integrity. For, after all, the 
Empire provided the greatest contribution to peace, and stood as the 
examplar of civilized behaviour.21 

Of the three memoranda from the naval staff, the one from the 
Intelligence Branch was most troubling. 22 It depicted US naval policy 
as a titanic struggle between public opinion and Congress on the one 
hand, seeking substantially to reduce expenditure on naval and mer
chant marine construction, and, on the other, an administration bent 
on completing the 1916 naval programme and achieving supremacy 
at sea. The Washington Conference was designed, therefore, to recast 
American opinion and secure public and congressional support for 
the construction of the largest navy in the world. The United States 
could then be 'a law unto herself'. The paper was, of course, seriously 
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flawed. Canadian officials clearly had no knowledge of US prep
arations for the conference with respect to naval arms limitation. 

While the bureaucracy dutifully produced the requested memor
anda, Christie turned to the other principal concern, the Anglo
Japanese Alliance.23 The Canadian position had not altered. Political 
issues took precedence over arms limitation. There could be no naval 
disarmament until the future of the alliance was determined, and the 
matter was urgent. Unless Britain brought them together, there could 
be a war 'as early as next year' between Japan and the United States. 
Britain had three options: 

1. to retain the alliance so as to restrain Japan; 
2. to declare its neutrality and impartiality between Japan and the 

United States, ending the alliance and supporting China (but that 
option might make war more likely because of Japan's aggressive 
intentions); and 

3. as Britain could not support Japan in a war against the United 
States, and as some parts of the Empire could not remain neutral in 
such a war, it would be wise to inform Japan that if it provoked 
war the English-speaking nations would stand together. As Japan 
would not risk war if it felt that Britain would support the United 
States, as Japan's hawks would be discouraged from aggression, 
this seemed the most desirable course of action for Britain to 
pursue. 

In Canada, the Japanese population of British Columbia was so 
unpopular that British Columbia, its public attitudes mirroring those 
of California, would not expect Canada to be neutral in a war against 
Japan. Everything pointed, therefore, including the Irish situation, to 
the need for Anglo-American cooperation. At the Washington 
Conference the Empire delegation needed to work quietly, help re
solve the troubled Japan-United States relationship, and leave public 
'successes' to the naive and inexperienced Americans. An inclusive, 
multilateral agreement or understanding should and could be substi
tuted for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Indeed, it was vital to arrive at 
such an agreement if a war embroiling all the Pacific powers, includ
ing China and France, was to be averted. Christie concluded the 
assessment by emphasizing that, while Canada was free to follow its 
own policy on the alliance, it was vital to arrive at and maintain a 
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united imperial posture. There must be no hint to the press of any 
divisions within the Empire delegation on the future of the Anglo
Japanese Alliance. 

The Washington Conference, 12 November 1921 to 6 February 1922 

The Future of the Anglo-japanese Alliance: The Four-Power Treaty 

Lloyd George, in a decision duly reported to the Dominions, 
instructed Curzon after the imperial conference to ensure that there 
was close consultation and cooperation with Japan on all Far Eastern 
questions, and that the future of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance would 
be handled exclusively in a trois negotiation with Japan and the 
United States. He continued to assume that they must settle political 
questions relating to China and the Pacific before entering into naval 
arms limitation negotiations. Curzon, Secretary of State Hughes and 
the Japanese Foreign Ministry agreed to seek a tripartite agreement in 
informal negotiations outside but parallel to the main conference. 
Should these negotiations fail, Britain would retain a modified 
alliance with Japan. 24 

Balfour left England without an official draft document and with 
considerable personal latitude. Reclining in bed, taking refuge from 
seasickness, and closeted with Hankey and Foreign Office officials Sir 
John Jordan and Miles Lampson, Balfour concluded that two treaties 
were required. A triple agreement would replace the alliance and 
provide for the preservation of peace and the maintenance of the 
territorial status quo in and bordering on the Pacific. The other treaty 
would be devoted exclusively to China. Articles one and three of 
Balfour's draft treaty were gestures to the United States, in effect 
replacing the Anglo-Japanese Alliance with a tripartite, consultative 
pact to respect territorial rights and preserve the peace. Article two, 
providing for the perpetuation of the essence of the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance through defensive military cooperation, was a gesture to 
Japan. It was, therefore, an astute compromise between established 
policy and new circumstances, reflective of the will of the recent 
imperial conference and especially of Australian and New Zealand 
interests, while forwarding Canada's Atlanticist concerns. It included 
the United States but did not ask it to undertake binding military 



THE PACIFIC DOMINIONS 75 

obligations. It terminated their alliance but did not rebuff Japan. It 
left unfettered the option of recreating a defensive front against a 
Russo-German threat.25 

Balfour's challenge lay first in securing the agreement of the Empire 
delegation and then in convincing Hughes and Baron Kato, the chief 
Japanese delegate. The former task turned out to be not at all 
formidable; the latter became wrapped in layers of uncertainty. At the 
Empire delegation dinner on 10 November Balfour, in great form and 
playing his hand skilfully, according to Hankey, secured Dominion 
support for 'this ingenious draft', his proposed tripartite agreement. 
Borden depicted the issue as the critical test of Anglo-American 
cooperation and of the avoidance of a war between the United States 
and Japan. He was 'the same as ever but in a most reasonable frame 
of mind', according to Hankey. Borden assured Salmond and Pearce 
that he was seeking a US guarantee in some form, to replace the 
alliance, that would satisfy Australia and New Zealand. Salmond, 
described by Hankey as 'garrulous', was, apparently, satisfied. 
Pearce, wrongly and prematurely judged by Hankey to be 'a light
weight', was willing to let Balfour proceed. He was, he assured 
Hughes, stressing the Australian viewpoint - reason, not force, must 
rule the international system, financial prudence was obligatory, and 
economic development must be vigorously pursued. There were 
grounds for optimism. The Harding Administration, anxious for 
political reasons to see the conference succeed, recognized that some 
arrangement involving the United States and acceptable to Britain 
and the Dominions had to be put in place if the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance were to end. 26 

The initiative lay with Balfour. Armed with Dominion support, if 
not a formal consensus, he launched the negotiations in a meeting 
with Secretary of State Hughes the following evening, 11 November. 
Balfour brought a draft four-power agreement (including France), 
drawn up by Hughes, to a much neglected Empire delegation on 7 
December.27 He made no apology for the absence of formal consul
tation on the negotiations, and no protest was heard from any of the 
senior Dominion delegates, all being present. Borden was perhaps 
distracted by the dismal news of Meighen's election defeat. 

Balfour claimed excessive credit for Hughes's draft, which owed 
more to an amended Japanese proposal than to his own original 
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formula. After noting the non-applicability to China and the omission 
of Italy, the Empire delegation turned to the meaning of 'insular 
possessions and dominions'. Balfour emphasized the narrow geo
graphical scope of the arrangement- Japan, Australia, New Zealand 
and the mandate islands north and south of the equator were in
cluded; the west coasts of Canada and the United States, China and 
Korea were excluded. He saw inclusion as beneficial to Australia and 
New Zealand. He also emphasized that the agreement was a treaty 
requiring ratification by the US Senate. Should the Senate reject the 
treaty, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance would remain in force. Against 
that, the Senate, anxious to kill the alliance, would have every incen
tive to ratify the Four-Power Treaty. Balfour assured his Dominion 
colleagues that the treaty was no more than an agreement to respect 
each others' rights. Its final approval depended on Japan and the 
United States reaching a settlement on Yap and agreeing to extend 
their commercial treaty to Japan's island mandates. He knew, more
over, that the treaty narrowed the differences between Australia and 
Canada. 

Pearce was concerned to protect Australian trade and shipping 
with the Pacific islands and immigration laws. Salmond sought clarifi
cation on China's status, but, apart from suggesting certain textual 
amendments and ensuring that minor disagreements between the 
signatories would not require a full-blown conference to achieve a 
settlement, the Dominion representatives acquiesced. They undertook 
to consult their governments promptly. Pearce reported Australian 
approval on 9 December; Borden had Meighen's initial agreement by 
10 December; Salmond, embarrassed by the absence of a cipher and 
forced to use the Australian cipher, waited until 12 December for 
authorization to sign the treaty. 28 Pearce recommended the treaty to 
Hughes in part on the grounds that it would help bring agreement on 
other Asian questions. Borden, noting that agreement was based on a 
draft which the British Government approved, which Australia, New 
Zealand and the US Senate should endorse, but which might founder 
in Tokyo, felt that Canadian interests were being served - the four 
powers would settle their disputes peacefully. He emphasized to 
Meighen that the treaty was not a military alliance, imposed no 
'warlike obligations', and relied on conference diplomacy, with 
public opinion being able to assert its pacifying influence, to settle 



THE PACIFIC DOMINIONS 77 

disputes. The treaty applied only to the islands of the Pacific, so as to 
satisfy the US Congress, but Borden felt that its scope would eventu
ally be expanded to cover all Pacific territories. Borden concluded his 
recommendation by assuring Meighen that 'It is entirely in line with 
the proposal and purposes advocated by you at last summer's 
Conference'. 

Borden was correct to point to possible complications emanating 
from Tokyo- a demand that Japan's main islands be excluded from 
the scope of the treaty, and a proposal that a conference should 
convene to settle a dispute only if both signatory disputants agreed to 
the step. Both were defeated, but all agreed that domestic issues were 
beyond the scope of the treaty, an understanding warmly welcomed 
by Pearce and Prime Minister Hughes. Secretary of State Hughes's 
insistence, however, that United States acceptance of the treaty did 
not jeopardize its rights and interests in the Pacific island mandates 
proved briefly contentious. Hughes of Australia acquiesced in 
Balfour's management of that challenge and waited on subsequent 
negotiations to confirm Australia's rights and policies. On 10 
December the Empire Delegation accepted the Four-Power Treaty, 
which was signed on 13 December.29 

Piesse welcomed the treaty.30 Japan had recognized the White 
Australia policy and abandoned its reservation on the New Guinea 
mandate. There should be peace for ten years. If Japan had aban
doned its aggressive intentions against Australia, then defence spend
ing could be significantly reduced. Australia, 'in our future progress 
as a white country', would benefit also from United States support 
and friendship, if it avoided contentious trade policies. Indeed, re
lations should be improved all round, enhancing the security of 
Britain's Pacific and Asian possessions. In the same way, the United 
States had increased the security of the Philippines, Honolulu and its 
other Pacific islands. The Harding Administration was making 
amends for the mischief done to world peace by the United States 
since 1919. Japan, Piesse felt, benefited by securing recognition of her 
mandate for the north Pacific islands. japan could reduce its defence 
expenditures as its fear of the United States diminished. Piesse saw the 
inclusion of Japan proper in the treaty as an advantage, adding to 
Japan's security, but he would not be surprised if that status were 
seen as an insult and Japan insisted on an amendment excluding its 
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main islands. Although such a change would leave Australia and New 
Zealand with an inferior status, Piesse nevertheless argued that the 
Four-Power Treaty was a bargain of great value for both Dominions. 
Status, prestige and amour propre were not the issue; a Japanese 
amendment, excluding its homeland, should be accepted to preserve 
the treaty. Pearce agreed, forecasting correctly that the amendment 
would assist ratification by the US Senate. Piesse's prediction proved 
well founded. Japan's main islands were ultimately excluded.31 

Salmond also reported Japan's objection to the inclusion of its 
main islands, while the US .mainland was excluded, but did not feel 
that New Zealand's interests were affected by the amendment. The 
treaty was welcomed in the United States, and the degree of harmony 
it reflected was far more important than its terms. 32 Mousley de
scribed the treaty as general and pleasing everyone. Clarifications 
were required, Shantung and Japan's evacuation from Siberia might 
threaten ratification, but at least the United States had made a first 
and necessary step toward international cooperation. 33 Borden, pre
dictably, also saw the value of the Four-Power Treaty more in its 
promise than in its specific terms. It might be, given the termination of 
the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, a major step forward in the history of 
the Empire's relations with the United States; its spirit might extend 
and embrace other issues and areas. The Four-Power Treaty could 
serve as a catalyst, educating public opinion, reversing the dismal 
transatlantic trends of recent years, bringing about greater United 
States involvement in international affairs, and producing an irresist
ible wave of moral leadership from the English-speaking peoples. 
Borden was concerned, therefore, understandably, lest the Senate 
reject the treaty. Christie actually described the treaty as perhaps the 
most significant achievement of the conference, but judged it to be 
vulnerable to US senatorial concerns about China.34 

The Future of China: The Nine-Power Treaty 

The Empire delegation, following Balfour's lead, began with the 
assumption that a treaty separate from the one replacing the Anglo
Japanese Alliance was required for China. The Dominion delegates 
had, in effect, been excluded from the negotiations leading to the 
Four-Power Treaty, but subcommittees of the Committee on Pacific 
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and Far Eastern Affairs were required to address the complex issues 
relating to China - tariffs, taxation, cotton exports, leased territories 
and extraterritoriality, the open door, post offices, war lords, foreign 
troops, police and railway guards, arms trafficking and the Chinese 
Eastern Railway. The future of Japan's position in Shantung and 
Manchuria, Japan's lingering presence in Siberia, Britain's rights in 
Hong Kong and Wei-hai-wei, and French leases in China added to the 
complexity. There was ample work here for the Dominion delega
tions, alongside the British experts, and unavoidably, ample need for 
guidance from and reports to the Empire delegation. That process 
began on 19 November and continued regularly until 31 January 
1922. 

Borden was thrust into these issues and spared Meighen and then 
King few of the details. Borden also agreed to serve on the subcom
mittee on China's tariffs and revenues- more engrossing detail being 
despatched to Ottawa.35 Salmond had no role in these matters. He 
lamented the public brawl between China and Japan, but drew 
comfort from the fact that publicity relieved him of the need to report 
in detail to Massey. Mousley confined his reports to noting the 
dimensions of the problem.36 Pearce reported frequently enough, but 
briefly, on things Chinese. He was initially optimistic because he 
detected a distinct change of heart from the Japanese. Fearing a 
financial and trade boycott by the United States, and wishing to avoid 
further alienating their Asian neighbours and becoming isolated, the 
Japanese realized that their policies toward China and Asia must 
change. Pearce ended on an optimistic note: outstanding issues such 
as the Chinese Eastern Railway and even Siberia should not prove 
difficult to settle. But in the intervening weeks realities and member
ship on the subcommittee on extra-territorial rights (which Pearce 
described as the most important Asian issue for Britain) had their 
sobering effect. China's disarray made policies difficult to craft; the 
Japanese were at best evasive on Siberia; Shantung was a critical but 
thorny issue; the Nine-Power Treaty on China must wait on the 
Five-Power Naval Treaty; and while the United States was anxious to 
deal with the 'Twenty One Demands' and Siberia, the British delega
tion was decidedly less enthusiastic.37 

One way or another, the issues were resolved or finessed, and the 
Nine-Power Treaty on China was crafted. It appeared, among other 
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things, to guarantee both the integrity of China and the open door, 
and to provide much-needed revenues for China's recovery. Pearce 
concluded that China should serve as less of a source of international 
rivalry in the future, thus eliminating one of the reasons for naval 
competition in the Pacific. 

The Future of Arms Limitation: The Five-Power Treaty 

Naval security lay at the core of the agenda of the Empire delegation. 
Secretary of State Hughes launched dramatic naval arms limitation 
proposals, involving a ten-year construction holiday for capital ships, 
at the Plenary Session on 12 November. The next evening the Empire 
delegation endorsed Beatty's counter in a way that cut across 
Borden's preferences and rekindled his profound suspicion of experts. 
Borden, in pursuit of the Atlanticist agenda, wanted the powers to 
create and the United States to join an international tribunal which 
would arbitrate crises and prevent them from escalating into war. The 
Anglo-Saxon powers would be its core and its inspiration; public 
opinion would exercise its pacifistic influence. What hope was there 
for such innovation, Borden asked, if the British naval experts, who 
reversed reality and assumed that the nation lived for the Navy, were 
allowed to wreck Hughes's proposals? Surely the strong wine of 
professionalism needed diluting with the inspired common sense of 
the civilian viewpoint. 

Borden promptly prepared, therefore, and secured Pearce's support 
for, a memorandum to outmanoeuvre the naval staff.38 He proposed 
that the Empire delegation accept the Hughes plan in spirit and 
principle and improve on it in two ways. The ten-year naval holiday 
proposal was both courageous and popular, and had been made by a 
nation with the financial and material resources 'to outstrip the 
British Empire in any competition for command of the seas'. Schemes 
to launch programmes of gradual capital ship replacement, so as to 
maintain bloated, expensive and wasteful armaments plants and 
husband skilled labour, 'will be met with stern disapproval from the 
democracies of the British Empire and from the people of the United 
States'. To improve on Hughes's 'temporary expedient', to achieve a 
greatly extended and even permanent halt to capital ship construc
tion, Borden advocated the convening of a further disarmament 
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conference in three or five years, so that the naval holiday could 
continue for a further ten or 20 year period. Borden simply could not 
imagine that after that length of time the powers would resume the 
naval race. He then floated his international arbitration tribunal 
scheme. It was pointless, he argued, to reduce armaments but not 
attempt to banish war; and it was vital to involve the United States in 
international affairs and fill the vacuum created by its absence from 
the League of Nations. 

Buoyed temporarily by Harding's careless oratory, Borden pursued 
his international arbitration scheme through mid-December, only to 
see it die of indifference. Hughes was sympathetic but sceptical, and 
preoccupied with the central business of the conference. The Foreign 
Office section of the Empire delegation judged the proposal super
fluous, in a response Borden found 'hardly relevant'. Balfour, not 
anxious to duplicate League procedures, was at best evasive. The 
single debate on the proposal in the Empire delegation, on 17 
December, merely sharpened the differences between Borden and 
Balfour. Balfour carried the day; Borden acknowledged defeat. The 
Empire delegation did not expect Balfour to initiate discussions to 
create a new international organization.39 

Encouraged by influencing Balfour's choice of words in respond
ing, on 15 November, to Hughes's naval arms limitation proposals -
'declare that you accept the American proposals in spirit and in 
principle'40 - Borden pursued his defence of the ten-year naval holi
day in capital ship construction. Initially, aided by Pearce and with 
Lloyd George's support, he carried the argument. The holiday was a 
sound proposal that had 'touched the imagination of all the democra
cies'. Borden conceded that the review of the results of the 
Washington Conference conducted after five years might point to the 
wisdom of a sharply restricted programme of capital ship construc
tion. Modest, regular replacement construction programmes of, for 
example, two or three ships every three years, after the holiday, 
appealed to Pearce, as they did to Lloyd George. If, as Beatty claimed, 
the holiday was impractical, then the United States must concede the 
point, Pearce insisted. The United States, not the Empire, must walk 
away from the moral high ground. Salmond, described by Borden as 
being as talkative as Massey or Ward, inexperienced and full of 
impractical ideas, worried, quite unnecessarily, lest rogue powers 
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build parts of ships during the holiday so as to assemble them rapidly 
after the holiday expired. Beatty's counter to Borden was part of an 
assertion that Hughes's naval proposals in total benefited the United 
States and threatened the security of the Empire. The Royal Navy had 
already gone through a five-year holiday. Hughes's holiday was 
poorly conceived, not well thought out, impractical, and riddled with 
technical difficulties. US naval experts would be forced to propose 
amendments. On 17 November, however, the Empire delegation 
accepted the holiday and Borden's proposal for a quinquennial con
ference to review progress. 

However, that decision left unanswered the complex problem of 
the future of armaments plants. Borden wanted as many as possible 
of them closed down, but if plants were not maintained, if skilled 
labour was not husbanded, and as the holiday prevented the con
struction of ships for other states, how could the powers, the naval 
experts asked, begin even a programme of very limited capital ship 
replacement after the holiday? Also, such replacement programmes, 
as Lloyd George conceded, provided the only justification for subsi
dies in the order of £6 million a year to maintain Britain's naval 
construction capacity. The issue embraced, in other words, politics 
and economics as well as strategy. Borden countered that plants could 
be reopened or recreated if the quinquennial review conference 
pointed to that course of action. Then there was the question of 
government control of those plants maintained during the holiday. 
Hughes favoured government control; Borden doubted whether US 
opinion would endorse such a measure. Beatty, armed with indiscre
tions from the US delegation, put a sinister interpretation on 
Hughes's preference- the US Navy would strengthen, modernize and 
even reconstruct the capital ships retained. Borden felt able to report 
to Ottawa, however, on 16 November, that the Empire delegation 
agreed that it would be incongruous to scrap capital ships and yet 
retain construction facilities, but that governments should take over 
the plants retained.41 

Borden's stand against Beatty had earned him a reprimand from 
Ottawa which Meighen did not rescind until early December.42 By 
that time, the Empire delegation, in Borden's absence, had begun to 
swing back to Beatty's position on the holiday, despite Lloyd 
George's continued support and an endorsement from the Board of 
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Trade. Borden reported to Meighen on 8 December that the naval 
experts were finding altogether too much sustenance in their attempt 
to reduce or even eliminate the holiday.43 Pearce and Salmond, in 
fact, had deserted him in the face of Chatfield's appeal for the Empire 
delegation to endorse Beatty's plan for the gradual replacement of 
obsolescent capital ships during the ten-year period. The holiday, 
Chatfield insisted, would arbitrarily limit one class of weapons, para
lyse the naval construction capacity of the Empire, injure the fleet 
because of its vulnerability to air and submarine power, and, ineffici
ent as it was, result in financial, plant and skilled labour losses. Pearce 
agreed. The holiday should apply to construction calculated to dis
turb the ten-year equilibrium provided by the capital ship tonnage 
ratios, but not to replacement construction aimed at creating that 
equilibrium. The fact that Britain and Japan each had only one post
J udand capital ship spelled parity, not a 40 per cent margin of 
superiority for Britain. Britain had ten battleships, each mounting 
eight 15-inch guns; Japan had four battleships with a total of 48 14-
inch guns. The advantage lay with Japan, and would move even 
further in its favour. Prime Minister Hughes, alarmed at this pro
spect, had instructed Pearce to follow Beatty's lead.44 

Borden responded in characteristic fashion. To reverse their pos
ition would bring public disfavour. As the United States could out
build Britain in a naval race, the holiday benefited the Empire. It was 
a wise step financially, which, reinforcing the Four-Power Treaty, 
would promote peace. They must remain committed to the holiday, 
therefore, to the extent that it was consistent with imperial security. 
Any risk involved was worth taking. Salmond's reasoning must have 
surprised his colleagues. Chatfield's arguments were not convincing; 
the capital ship was not vital to imperial security and, indeed, its 
obsolescence contributed to British strength because of Britain's large 
mercantile marine. But Pearce's analysis of the Anglo-Japanese naval 
balance was entirely convincing; striking power was the issue, not 
numerical totals. The holiday, Salmond asserted, had in fact no 
logical connection to arms reduction, and should be abandoned in 
favour of Lee's gradual replacement construction programme. 

Geddes and Lee completed the assault. Geddes, less sanguine than 
Borden about the value of the Four-Power Treaty, acknowledged, 
along with Lee, the value of stopping the US and Japanese capital ship 
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building programmes and the scrapping of America's post-Jutland 
capital ships. But, Geddes argued, British naval power must be pro
jected into the Pacific, to help, for example, implement the Four
Power Treaty. Lee trivialized the holiday as an error and a last-minute 
contrivance; they must help the US delegation to evade or dispense 
with it. 

Borden, privately, faced his isolation amidst colleagues willing to 
defy Lloyd George. The fault, of course, lay with the experts -
narrow, self-serving and able to measure security only in terms of 
weapons. Chatfield, 'whom I personally like, indulged in some loose 
and foolish talk as to his willingness to fight the United States with an 
inferior fleet', oblivious to the fact that an Anglo-American war 
would be the equivalent of 'the destruction of a civilization already 
reeling under the impact of the late war'.45 Borden wrote to Balfour 
and then, feeling ill, took to his bed. The Empire delegation, in his 
absence the next day, confirmed its preference for amending the 
holiday, a decision which pointed to the retention of a great number 
of arms plants. 46 Gradual replacement of capital ships would be 
undertaken, an infinitely more satisfactory solution than a holiday 
followed by an outburst of construction, from plants presumably 
largely recreated after the ten-year hiatus. The naval experts had 
insisted earlier that the holiday, involving the loss of plants, would 
make the resumption of construction well-nigh impossible; it was not 
a time, clearly, for close attention to the logic of argument. In any 
case, the Five-Power Treaty genuflected to the holiday. 

The proposed reduction of capital ship fleets and the establishment 
of quantitative ratios limiting the aggregate tonnage of the British, 
United States and Japanese capital ship fleets were not initially con
troversial. They seemed even-handed strategically and wise finan
cially, and reduced the temptation to risk war as a way to avoid losing 
an arms race. At Beatty's insistence, despite Salmond's eminently 
sensible point that to involve other states would increase transaction 
costs, the Empire delegation, on 17 November, agreed that a naval 
treaty must embrace France and Italy. The Japanese quest to retain 
the Mutsu ran up against US determination to preserve the tonnage 
ratios for capital ships, but that contretemps was a blessing to some in 
the Empire delegation because it led to the decision to allow Britain, 
and the United States, to build two new super capital ships.47 It 
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created an opportunity, however, for France to claim parity with 
Japan in capital ships, a claim that was highly disturbing in itself, and 
which concerned the Empire delegation all the more because of its 
tactical relationship to the unresolved question of submarines and 
anti-submarine craft. 

The contretemps over the Matsu and the capital ship tonnage ratios 
was arresting also because it spawned the Japanese demand for an 
agreement prohibiting the further fortification of naval bases and thus 
the construction of new fortified bases in the Pacific. Japan saw Hong 
Kong, Hawaii, Guam and the Philippine bases as a threat to its 
security; every other Pacific power feared the development of 
Japanese naval bases in the Pescadores, Bonins and Luchus and at 
Formosa. Pearce, at the Empire delegation meeting on 2 December, 
put his finger unerringly on the central consideration for the Pacific 
dominions- Singapore must be excluded from any such agreement.48 

Balfour agreed, assuring Pearce that Singapore was never raised in his 
discussions with Hughes and Kato and that 'he preferred to leave it 
alone'. That was wise, and ultimately efficacious, but Japan's demand 
was met neither easily nor rapidly. One reason was Pearce's faulty 
assumption that Australia, New Zealand and their island possessions 
were excluded from any agreement while all other Pacific islands were 
included, amid an unnecessary and confusing debate over the status 
of mandated islands. 

On 9 January 1922 the Empire delegation reviewed the draft naval 
treaty.49 Borden reported to Ottawa that nothing of particular inter
est to Canada was discussed. Pearce, however, took issue with article 
19, the fortifications status quo article, for it appeared to restrict 
Australia's right to construct naval bases in the islands to its north, 
such as New Guinea. Nothing could have been more revealing of the 
differing concerns and preferences of Australia and Canada. Pearce 
wanted the area included in the treaty to contain only the islands 
north of the equator, excluding islands under Australian adminis
tration. Japan wanted the status quo maintained in all insular pos
sessions except Australia and New Zealand proper. The Jellicoe 
report, he reminded them, had specifically pointed to the need for 
such facilities, for Sydney could not serve as the base from which to 
conduct a war against Japan. Pearce regretted the misunderstanding
he had assumed that the islands to the north were excluded from the 
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fortifications freeze because Australia itself was exempt. He had, 
therefore, felt it necessary to consult his government. Balfour 
reminded Pearce of the policy assumptions underlying the Singapore 
strategy, but took up the Australian demand with Hughes and Kato, 
somewhat reluctantly, according to Pearce. 

Balfour reported, on 11 January, that he had argued that as the 
islands off Canada's and California's coasts were excluded so those 
islands administered by Australia and New Zealand should be 
exempt. The British map, attempting to plot the area in the Pacific 
included in the fortifications status quo, had as its southern line the 
equator. Kato had balked at this, and referred the matter to Tokyo. 
Pearce settled for Hankey's formula -excluding 'unmandated islands 
south of the equator under the administration of Australia and New 
Zealand' - but turned to the threat from Japan posed by aircraft 
carriers. Under the proposed treaty, Britain would have five and 
Japan three carriers, but only one British carrier would be stationed in 
the Pacific. Thus, in the event of war, Japan would enjoy a three to 
one margin of superiority. Chatfield took him back to the Singapore 
strategy; in the event of war with Japan, three carriers would proceed 
to the Pacific. Pearce was not finished - why not use the Cannes 
conference to reduce France's submarine fleet so that Japan would 
follow suit? Lee countered; further cuts in submarine fleets would 
force Britain to limit its cruiser construction, thus reducing, not 
enhancing, the security of the Empire. 5° The stalemate on the fortifi
cations freeze persisted. The US delegation, according to Pearce, 
wavered, and was prepared to include the islands of the south Pacific 
lest the issue wreck the naval treaty. He had, he reported to Hughes, 
held firm. Further negotiations produced an agreement by 25 
January. On 31 January, at its last meeting, the Empire delegation 
reviewed the final draft of the naval treaty, which included an accept
able version of article 19 on Pacific fortifications.51 

Pearce and Salmond, rather more than Borden, understandably, 
found convincing Beatty's case that the Empire required an increment 
of cruisers and destroyers beyond those operating with the main 
battle fleet. The case rested on the need to protect imperial trade 
routes and lines of communication, and on the vulnerability of a 
widely dispersed fleet; but more than that, Beatty and Lee argued that 
further American and Japanese building of cruisers and destroyers, as 
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permitted under article 18 of Hughes's proposals, spelled obsoles
cence and inferiority for the Royal Navy in those categories. The 
naval holiday should be applied to those vessels. Borden found the 
case argumentative and provocative, further evidence, in fact, that the 
experts could not face the reality that the United States could outbuild 
the Empire and achieve naval supremacy. Pearce agreed with Beatty. 
The holiday would restrict only capital ship construction by Japan 
and the United States, while, in effect, because of the current size of 
the Royal Navy, restricting Britain's construction of all classes of 
ships. Japanese and US construction of cruisers, destroyers and sub
marines would render British ships in those categories obsolescent, 
and the Empire, with its dispersed naval resources, vulnerable. 
Salmond's questions fed Beatty's reasoning. On 17 November, the 
Empire delegation agreed that the holiday must apply to all categories 
of ships and submarines.52 

Beatty, initially, had been less than clear on how to respond to 
Hughes's proposals to limit submarine fleets, because Britain's oppor
tunity to construct new submarines within the proposed limits was 
decidedly constrained in comparison with those of the United States 
and Japan. The issue again was looming obsolescence, that is, quali
tative inferiority, a gloomy prospect, made more threatening by 
Beatty's assurances that non-signatories, and Germany, would be free 
to build both submarines and military aircraft. Pearce proposed 
scrapping and outlawing offensive submarines, and limiting total 
submarine tonnage, while permitting only the construction of defen
sive submarines with local operating radius. Japan, he warned, was 
building submarines with a radius of action, without refuelling, of up 
to 10,000 miles - that is, to Sydney and back. Beatty and Lee were 
sceptical of Pearce's claims, but Pearce reported on 18 November that 
the Empire delegation had swung round to his view. The United 
States, prompted by public opinion, would support his proposal; the 
Japanese remained inscrutable.53 In all this, the Empire delegation 
found further reason to include France and Italy in the naval treaty 
and submarines in the holiday, while preferring the abolition of 
submarines from all naval arsenals. That goal invited a confrontation 
with France. 

Aristide Briand's superb statement on French security on 21 Nov
ember, and Balfour's moving response, erupted into a confrontation 
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over proposals to limit land armaments, which Borden and Hughes 
attempted to diffuse.54 Ultimately, the French delegation blocked all 
attempts to limit land armaments, but beyond that, Lloyd George had 
set Balfour a formidable challenge in the naval realm. He must 
persuade the French to accept an inferior battle fleet so that Britain 
could more comfortably accept parity with the United States, to agree 
that France did not need submarines because of the impossibility of 
an Anglo-French war, and to reduce its air force so as to increase 
British security. Some hope lay, Borden and Balfour agreed, in secur
ing Hughes's support for the abolition of the submarines.55 Should 
that strategy fail, then security would have to come from anti
submarine capability - cruisers (limited by number, not total ton
nage, and with a maximum individual size of 10,000 tons) and 
destroyers. There again, as Pearce pointed out, US support would be 
critical. And the future of air power was not irrelevant to this and 
other issues. 

If cruisers and destroyers were to be limited, then the case for the 
abolition of the submarine seemed compelling, though the prospect of 
war against a non-signatory with a powerful submarine fleet was 
reason to pause. Pearce felt that his distinction between offensive and 
defensive submarines, banning the former and permitting the latter, 
might be the answer. Moreover, should the Empire delegation accept 
restrictions on the development of British air power, restrictions that 
other states could evade? Pearce supported Higgins; states could 
develop dual purpose commercial aircraft with bombing capabilities 
('bomb droppers'), thus leaving Britain, unable to counter with mili
tary aircraft, hostage to a European enemy. However, Chatfield had a 
different perspective: the development of military aircraft would 
threaten the capital ship - another reason to rescue it from the 
holiday. 5 6 The conference did not place limits on the development of 
air power, while looking to rules of warfare to govern its use. 

The predictable confrontation with France came in the week before 
Christmas. French pretensions over capital ship ratios were sufficient
ly contentious; if the French delegation sought concessions from 
Hughes on submarines, indicting Britain for robbing France first of its 
capital ships and now of its submarine fleet, it would wreck the 
conference. The Empire delegation, deliberating on 19 and 20 
December, was free of illusions, as Borden, Pearce and Salmond 
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united tactically but not substantively in opposition to Lee and 
Geddes.57 Japan, Italy and the small states would support France. 
While Hughes seemed to prefer abolition, his naval experts argued 
that submarines were the only defensive weapons available to small 
states with long coastlines. Three alternative courses of action, there
fore, existed: seek abolition of the submarine and accept limitations 
on anti-submarine crah; restrict submarine fleets and seek freedom of 
action in anti-submarine crah; or live without restrictions in either 
category. Tactically, the issue was how to handle Hughes, who, for 
party political reasons, wanted to use quiet diplomacy to seek abol
ition of the submarine. 

Lee and Geddes, convinced that US opinion supported abolition, 
and citing Lloyd George's preference, proposed a campaign of public 
diplomacy. The tactic, they acknowledged, would fail, but Hughes 
would then seek to limit submarine fleets to 40,000 tons and to adopt 
rules to inhibit their use in wartime, thus confining the submarine to 
essentially defensive purposes. Balfour, armed with the invincible 
weapon of 'moral grandeur', having sought abolition, could then 
insist on freedom to construct anti-submarine vessels. Hughes would 
be outmanoeuvred and compliant. Borden, Pearce and Salmond, for 
their various reasons, thought otherwise. Borden expected American 
opinion to support Hughes, and preferred quiet diplomacy in the 
pursuit of unselfish but unspecified goals. Pearce and Salmond agreed, 
but looked to quiet diplomacy to achieve what Geddes and Lee 
preferred. Balfour's policy was sufficiently philosophical for the pom
pous Lee to dissent, and for Borden to record that he had lost the 
argument. In the course of private negotiations that would be made 
public, and recognizing the futility of holding out for abolition, 
Balfour would enlist Hughes's support for limiting submarine con
struction and for freeing the construction of anti-submarine crah 
from any limits, sure that resolutions and rules of warfare had no 
deterrent value and that submarines would be used offensively in war. 
Mousley, at least, saw this ultimately successful strategy as a victory 
for the Empire engineered by Balfour, and gave due credit to Pearce 
and Salmond for providing the lead on the submarine issue.58 The 
French had been forestalled. But Pearce continued to fret over the size 
of the Japanese submarine fleet. 

That leh a clutch of secondary issues for resolution - rules and laws 
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of warfare; the production and use of poisonous gases;59 the termin
ation of the naval treaty in the event of war between the signatories or 
with non-signatory powers; defining what was an aircraft carrier;60 

naval construction by non-signatories and by signatories off-shore 
and for third parties; the arming of merchant vessels; the Root 
resolutions governing submarine warfare; and the rules for the scrap
ping of capital ships. Borden and Pearce had a hand in some of these 
issues, in, for example, the scrutiny of the Root resolutions, with 
Pearce decidedly sceptical about the value of seeking to regulate the 
conduct of war. Salmond found in them a raison d'etre. Still on 
occasions wearing his 'bewildered air', and seemingly at times unable 
quite to follow the debate in the Empire delegation, according to 
Borden, he demonstrated his value as an able lawyer in the various 
drafting processes, for, for example, the termination of the naval 
treaty in the event of war, and the rules on submarine warfare and the 
production and use of poisonous gases.61 He earned, finally, the 
admiration of the condescending Borden, and his efforts provoked 
Mousley to report, generously, that, in the midst of issues that were 
'logical' rather than technical or political, Salmond's 'logical mind 
and extraordinary faculty of weighing arguments and to eliminate 
considerations that conflict with imperative policies, is invaluable just 
now'. 62 

Salmond, moreover, found a cause- preserving the moral value of 
the naval treaty against all threats. Capital ships to be scrapped 
should be sunk in an orchestrated, simultaneous act of liberation. 
Hughes should not be allowed to redirect doomed capital ships to 
commercial and other purposes; scrapping should be prompt, not 
slothful. To do otherwise, Salmond insisted, would be to inflict 
psychological damage and convince the public that the naval treaty 
was mere 'political humbug'. 63 In these ways, Salmond made his 
contribution to the Five-Power Treaty which went to the conference 
on 1 February 1922. 

The Significance of the Washington Conference 

An irritated Borden spent the last days of January and the first part of 
February clarifying, with Christie's help, for a preoccupied, ill
informed and confused Prime Minister, what had transpired. 64 The 
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Four-Power Treaty, which was not the naval treaty, followed 
Meighen's policy toward the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The Five
Power Treaty, the naval treaty, restricted the navies of the Empire, 
including Dominion navies, in various quantitative and qualitative 
ways, but the treaty imposed no specific obligations on Canada, other 
than to conform to the limitations imposed. Borden might have added 
that Canada had, in effect, relinquished the right to construct what it 
had no intention of constructing. Furthermore, he reported, the 
Empire delegation had made no effort to discuss the irrelevant - the 
Dominion role in imperial defence. All treaties would require ratifica
tion by the Canadian Parliament; Canada had a free hand in every 
respect. 

Borden's official report on the Conference was informative but 
routine. His more profound assessment came from his personal 
agenda. He had pursued Atlanticism by way of Asia-Pacific prob
lems, looked to disarmament to provide security, and saw in confer
ence diplomacy and international organizations the mechanisms of 
order and stability. In the final analysis, Borden had convinced him
self that the future of world peace and justice lay in the minds of an 
enlightened, educated and pacifistic public opinion. He was, in a 
word, an idealist, an Atlanticist, and an internationalist. The con
crete results, therefore, of the Washington Conference he judged to 
be limited, but they were all that could be reasonably expected. 
More importantly, the conference had removed layers of inter
national misunderstanding, and as it spread its educational influence 
further progress would be made. The US delegation had purpose
fully cultivated the Empire delegation, and the two had worked in 
close harmony. Even Henry Cabot Lodge had abandoned his antag
onism. Their cooperation, however, had been all too apparent, and 
had irritated other delegations; it must be made more subtle in the 
future. Problems persisted - and while US foreign policy remained 
closely tied to domestic politics, there would be no dependable US 
cooperation in international affairs. 65 In retrospect, Borden judged 
the Washington Conference, with some justification, to be Balfour's 
triumph; he could not claim it as his own. Borden had left faint 
marks on the Nine-Power Treaty and had been suitably prominent 
in the Empire delegation. But his advocacy of more far-reaching 
goals had been futile. Indeed, his own government had chastised him 
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for defying the naval experts and for putting the unity of the Empire 
delegation at risk. Balfour subsequently, however, was generous 
enough in his praise of Borden's contribution.66 

Salmond, learning the ropes from Borden and Pearce, according to 
a patronizing Borden, 67 saw the significance of the conference in 
terms of imperial policy-making. The Dominions had a central role in 
the management of the international affairs of the Empire, which now 
operated as a single, undivided entity. Exclusive British control was 
gone. The Empire delegation, after full consultation and free dis
cussion, had reached unanimity on every issue, resulting in a unified 
imperial policy.68 The contrast with the situation prevailing at the 
League was marked. This was not an unjustified claim. Balfour, 
assisted by his political colleagues and Hankey, and guided by British 
officials and experts, had conducted the negotiations, but the Empire 
delegation, receiving reports and privy to Balfour's exchanges with 
Curzon and Lloyd George, had ample opportunity to influence the 
course of events, except with regard to the Four-Power Treaty. 

Salmond thoroughly approved of the Five-Power Treaty, which he 
judged to have far-reaching consequences. It would put an end to 'the 
present insensate and ruinous competition in the building of post
Jutland ships', and ' ... relieve England of an intolerable financial 
burden while preserving her relative strength substantially unim
paired'. The capital ship tonnage ratios were sound. The absence of 
restrictions placed on anti-submarine craft, and the limiting of the 
size of cruisers to 10,000 tons and their guns to eight inches, was 
beneficial. The scrapping of the cruisers Australia and New Zealand 
was not a threat to security.69 

Salmond, wisely and fairly, made no claim to any special role and 
influence. Indeed, he had been anxious to get off to England by the 
end of December, delegating Geddes to sign for New Zealand, but he 
had stayed on to the end, increasingly satisfied with his contribution 
within the Empire delegation and with what the delegation, led by 
Balfour, was accomplishing. Even Borden came to appreciate his 
drafting skills and legal touch, which, in the final analysis, was 
Salmond's contribution. 

Pearce joined in the applause for the accomplishments of the 
Washington Conference, articulated by Billy Hughes and others.70 

The Four-Power Treaty, necessarily replacing the Anglo-Japanese 



THE PACIFIC DOMINIONS 93 

Alliance and relying on moral force not military obligations, would 
help underwrite peace in the Pacific for the next ten years. Domestic 
issues such as immigration were not affected; US rights in mandated 
islands would be the subject of separate negotiations. The Five-Power 
Treaty, despite its flaws (the absence of restrictions on land arma
ments and military air power, and permitting submarine construc
tion71) nonetheless halted the naval race in offensive weapons. It 
codified Britain's acceptance of the one-power standard, limited the 
US and Japanese capital ship fleets, made a substantial contribution 
to arms limitation, recognized political and financial realities, boosted 
confidence, enhanced security and contributed to peace. Britain could 
build anti-submarine craft without restriction. The agreement to 
freeze fortifications in the Pacific was especially gratifying. Pearce, 
steeped in the reasoning of the Jellicoe report, took personal credit for 
ensuring that it did not apply to Australia and its island territories, 
except the mandates. Japan could not build a naval base that could be 
used to launch aggression against Australia. Japan, moreover, com
forted by the Four- and Five-Power Treaties, and reassured because of 
the fortifications agreement, originally a Japanese proposal which 
removed the threat of US naval base construction in the Pacific, was 
likely to be more accommodating. Pearce concluded that Japan 'does 
not harbour any designs on Australia'. Consuming the security pro
vided by these treaties, the Singapore strategy and the British Navy, 
Australia could reduce its naval forces, slash its defence budget, 
preserve its white heritage and concentrate on economic growth. 72 

The Nine-Power Treaty, Pearce felt, would help China recover 
economically and politically. It would also remove China as an issue 
in great power competition, through the agency of positive and self
denying ordinances - including relinquishing extra-territorial rights, 
Pearce's specific charge. The Nine-Power Treaty would, therefore, 
reinforce the accomplishments of the Four- and Five-Power Treaties. 
Peace in Asia-Pacific for the foreseeable future seemed assured, but 
China must act in ways that helped its own cause; if not, the Nine
Power Treaty's impact would be limited. The future of Siberia, of 
concern to Canada and Australia, moreover, remained indeterminate. 

All in all, Pearce felt that the Empire delegation had functioned well 
and decided on policy, unless overruled by Lloyd George. The Empire 
had, over the submarine issue, assumed the moral leadership of the 
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conference, but not at the cost of damaging the rapport between 
Balfour and Hughes. Pearce, more than Borden or Salmond, had left 
his mark on the Empire delegation and the conference as a whole. He 
had more crt:dibility than either of them on naval and Asia-Pacific 
affairs, and more helpful support from his own government. He had 
focused admirably on the issues of concern to Australia, and had 
helped accomplish all that could be expected to enhance Australia's 
security .73 

However, the future was wrapped in uncertainty and unpredictabi
lity. The Singapore naval base was excluded from the freeze on 
fortifications, but when would construction start, and would it deter 
Japan from aggression, or even invite a preemptive strike? Perhaps 
the naval ratios and the freeze on fortifications actually benefited 
Japan. If they did, how would the United States respond to Japanese 
opportunism? Treaties negotiated required ratification, and why were 
the United States and Japan so slow in following Britain's lead in 
scrapping capital ships? What strategic balance would result from the 
continued construction of submarines and anti-submarine craft, and 
from the development of air power? Europe's Far East remained 
Australia's 'Far North'. Australians were European by race and inter
est, Pearce argued, but geographically Australia was 'Asiatic'. China 
and Japan were more salient than Belgium and Holland. War in 
Asia-Pacific, not Europe, was Australia's principal concern, and 
would moral force suffice to deter it? And what of the primordial 
racial conflict? Through such reasoning, sobering realities infiltrated 
the guarded optimism, the carefully constructed phrases on improved 
relations and the diminished likelihood of war, and the decline in 
Australia of public comment critical of Japan.74 Within a year 
Australian optimism had begun to evaporate as politicians listened to 
military and naval warnings that arms limitation did not lead to 
security. 

When Pearce supported Beatty's attempt to defeat the naval holi
day, he assured his colleagues that Australia would continue to 
contribute to imperial defence as it had since 1910. Salmond stood 
with Pearce, but could make no commitment about New Zealand's 
contribution. New Zealand naval expenditures would not exceed 
£250,000. An apologetic Borden, according to Pearce, had admitted 
that Canada would not increase its contribution to imperial defence. 
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Canada planned to be rid of its fleet unit and reduce naval expendi
tures to below $4 million. Predictably, the Admiralty returned to the 
issue of burden-sharing almost immediately after the Washington 
Conference. 7 5 

The Admiralty agreed that a Pacific war was unlikely in the next 
ten years, but warned against gambling with the security of the 
Empire. The strategic position in the western Pacific had been ad
versely affected because of the freeze on fortifications. Hong Kong 
was inadequate and vulnerable; the United States, relinquishing the 
right to build naval bases west of Hawaii, could not deter or counter 
Japan. That left the Empire as 'the sole Power to counter, with Naval 
Forces, any aggressive tendencies on the part of Japan'. It necessitated 
making ' ... preparations for a possible rapid concentration of the 
main fleet in the East', and the construction, by the Dominions, of 
submarines and light cruisers. That reasoning took the Admiralty 
back to its policy set out for the Imperial Conference in 1921. The 
Empire would be secure only if it had adequate naval forces capable 
of offensive action and controlling maritime communications, and 
able to operate freely from adequate fuelling and base facilities. Local 
defence measures, separate navies, were 'entirely illusory'; unity and 
cooperation were the only paths to security. The ideal remained a 
unified imperial navy, with the Dominions providing ships and men. 
Short of that, there must be burden-sharing, for Britain could not 
fund the fleet and the bases unaided. The Dominions, unwilling to 
make cash contributions, must maintain 'a healthy nucleus of a sea
going squadron' which could be expanded later, provide oil-fuel 
supplies where relevant, and help build the Singapore naval base, 
secure and fortified. The development of the Singapore base would 
take many years even with substantial Dominion contributions; it 
was a matter, therefore, of great urgency. 

The Admiralty expected Australia and New Zealand to act on all 
three recommendations - the sea-going squadron, oil-fuel reserves, 
and helping with the Singapore base. It was, frankly, disappointed at 
Canada's decision to abolish its sea-going squadron. This meant that 
Canada was making no real contribution to imperial defence, unless 
it provided, along with South Africa, oil-fuel facilities. Canada, unlike 
India, was not expected to contribute to the development of the 
Singapore base. 
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These assessments of the Washington Conference, from Ottawa, 
Wellington, Canberra and then London, were judicious in that they 
balanced accomplishment against uncertainty and unpredictability. 
There was no excessive wishful thinking, no rampant idealism. 
Tensions were reduced and Anglo-American relations improved, but 
the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was forfeited, leaving much of the future 
to Japanese policy choice. The financial and political benefits of the 
naval treaty were to be gathered in promptly, and the Empire was no 
less secure in the immediate term, but the future was less certain. That 
was because both Japanese and US policies were unpredictable, and 
because the Singapore strategy was flawed. The Empire might face 
two, even three, global predators. Canada was ostensibly now more 
secure than Australia and New Zealand, but, as the Admiralty 
insisted, 'The fate of any or of all the Dominions may be settled one 
way or the other thousands of miles from their coasts'. As was always 
the case, defence and foreign policy, conducted in a political and 
financial setting, and in the context of policy decisions made in other 
capitals, would determine what security the Empire as a whole would 
enjoy. 

University of Southern California 
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The Evolution of the 
United States Navy's Strategic 

Assessments in the Pacific, 
1919-31 

WILLIAM R. BRAISTED 

The 12 years from the close of the First World War to the 
Manchurian Incident, 1919-1931, witnessed the emergence of what 
might be called the Washington Conference system of naval power. 
This was essentially a system in which Britain, the United States and 
Japan shared dominion over the high seas. Through these years, 
American naval officers, with considerable input from their army 
opposite numbers, worked on a range of plans for war against 
Orange Oapan) and, to a lesser extent, against Red (Britain), based on 
estimates, war games, fleet problems, and other exercises that reveal 
how the war planners tested their assumptions and why they modi
fied their thinking. 

For more than a decade before the First World War American 
naval strategists had been primarily concerned with the emergence of 
two rising naval powers, Germany and Japan, as potential threats to 
the security of the United States in the Atlantic and in the Pacific 
respectively. Whereas American naval men had been uncertain before 
1919 whether Germany or Japan was the more likely enemy, they 
agreed that Germany was the more dangerous of the two, and that 
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the Atlantic was by far the more important of the two oceans. The 
Navy, therefore, concentrated its most powerful forces in the 
Atlantic, notwithstanding that Britain's Royal Navy kept the German 
High Seas Fleet confined to its European ports. The Navy's Black 
Plans for war against Germany were designed to prevent intrusion by 
the German fleet into the western hemisphere. Its Orange Plans for 
war against Japan called for the projection of American sea power to 
the western Pacific for defence of the Philippines, and ultimately the 
defeat of Japan. For American naval men, the defeat of Germany in 
the First World War eliminated the German naval threat, but it also 
released the British Navy for operations in waters outside Europe. 
Whereas Japan was already fixed in American naval estimates as a 
possible enemy, there loomed in the minds of some naval men after 
1919 the fear that Britain, no longer diverted by Germany, might turn 
against the United States as she saw her markets lost to Americans. 
Throughout the period 1919-1931, the Navy stationed important 
segments of its fleets in both the Atlantic and the Pacific, available for 
concentration by means of the recently opened Panama Canal. 

The problem facing American war planners when they contem
plated an Orange campaign was largely logistic - how to support the 
superior American battle fleet as it moved 7,000 miles across the 
Pacific to the Philippines. In 1919, American logistic support in a 
campaign against Japan was secure as far west as Pearl Harbor. 
Beyond the Hawaiian Islands, the fleet's course remained in doubt 
because the Navy had never been able to secure adequate funding for 
a main overseas base in the western Pacific, either at Guam or in the 
Philippines. The logistic outlook for the Navy after 1919 was other
wise significantly improved by the opening of the Panama Canal, by 
the progressive conversion of the fleet from coal to oil burning ships, 
and by the spectacular expansion of the American merchant marine. 
By no means least important was the transfer of Germany's islands in 
the north Pacific to Japan as an unfortified mandate of the League of 
Nations, which opened a path of potential way-stations for the 
American fleet during a movement across the Pacific. 1 

Estimates prepared by the secretary of the Navy's senior advisers 
on the General Board and by war planners in the Office of Naval 
Operations in 1919-20 reflected abiding suspicion of both Britain 
and Japan, then still joined in the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. In a draft 
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building programme in 1919, the General Board estimated that 
Britain would not hesitate to enlist the support of Japan in war 
against the United States should Britain's maritime supremacy be 
threatened by an expanding American merchant marine. The board 
doubted whether the United States could afford to remain diplomati
cally isolated in light of 'the traditional and dominating policies of 
Great Britain and Japan'.2 While the more moderate War Plans 
Division expected unpleasantness with Britain arising from 'commer
cial, financial, and shipping rivalry', it held relations with Japan to be 
'considerably more acute' than those with Britain. The planners in 
Operations estimated in the spring of 1920 that American capital 
ships - built, building, or authorized - were sufficient to assure the 
United States of superiority in battle forces over Britain and Japan for 
some years. Their building recommendations called for rapid expan
sion of the inadequate bases in the Pacific, and ship construction in 
categories {cruisers and aircraft) in which the Navy was then de
ficient. 3 Admiral Robert E. Coontz, the Chief of Naval Operations, 
declared in February 1920 that the United States required a three-to
two naval superiority over Japan to compensate for inadequate bases 
in the Pacific, while a three-to-two inferiority would enable it to deny 
an enemy (Britain) use of its bases in the western Atlantic. 4 

These estimates from Operations were clearly based on the Navy's 
needs as exposed by studies in the new War Plans Division of war 
situations involving Britain (Red) and Japan (Orange). Perhaps the 
most significant product of the division's early labours was a new 
War Portfolio, completed in March 1920, that included a Pacific 
Strategic War Plan (Orange), a Combined Atlantic and Pacific 
Strategic War Plan (Red-Orange), and a Basic Readiness Plan.5 As 
explained by the brilliant young planner, Commander Holloway H. 
Frost, it was then considered improbable that Red (Britain) would 
assist Orange Uapan) should war break out between Orange and Blue 
(the United States). On the other hand, should the United States 
become involved in war with Britain, it seemed 'practically certain 
that Orange would immediately declare war on Blue ... either in 
alliance with Red or as an entirely separate operation in its own 
interests'.6 

American war planners in 1919-20 and for years thereafter viewed 
the strategic situation in the Pacific and in the Atlantic as essentially 
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similar, but with the United States cast in opposite roles. Whereas in a 
war against an equal or superior British fleet, Blue (American) naval 
forces would be marshalled in the western Atlantic to prevent Britain 
from deploying her fleet to win control of the sea from her western 
Atlantic bases, the United States would strive in an Orange campaign 
to force the submission of Japan by moving the superior Blue fleet to 
the western Pacific, ultimately to blockade Japan in her own home 
waters. War against a Red-Orange (Anglo-Japanese) coalition actu
ally posed less serious problems for the American planners than did 
an Orange campaign, at least in its initial phases. Blue would concen
trate its major units in the Atlantic to meet Red's advance, and would 
retain only sufficient force in the Pacific to prevent Orange from 
winning control of the eastern Pacific. The American planners pre
dicted that Orange would surrender once she was cut off from 
communication with the outside world. It was expected, on the other 
hand, that Red would mount an invasion through Crimson (Canada) 
should she win control of the western Atlantic. 7 The war planners' 
immediate concern after the First World War, however, was their 
Orange Plan, in which they conceived a three-phased war: first, to 
defend American positions in the eastern Pacific while the fleet as
sembled in Hawaii; second, to advance to the mid-Pacific to capture 
the Japanese-held Marshalls and Carolines; and, finally, to win con
trol of waters around Japan, preparatory to a blockade of the 
Japanese home islands. They then believed that Guam and the Philip
pines would both fall long before the arrival of the fleet in the western 
Pacific.8 

Having learned from bitter controversy with the Army over the 
Navy's Philippine base plans that the Army's acceptance of the 
Navy's Pacific strategy was essential, the naval war planners in 1920 
won from the reorganized Joint Army and Navy Board adoption of 
the Navy's objective to bridge the Pacific with bases. Apart from the 
Hawaiian Islands, the board stressed the importance of building up 
Guam as a main overseas fortified base. With such a base at Guam 
secure in American hands, the board held that American forces in the 
Philippines could deter an attack on those islands. It further recom
mended that, until completion of the fortified Guam base, the Army 
and the Navy hold to the joint mission in the Philippines assigned 
to them in 1916: 'To defend Manila and Manila Bay'.9 Again on 
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prompting from the Navy, the Joint Army and Navy Board in July 
1920 adopted an order of priority for the development of Pacific 
bases: a fleet operating base in Hawaii, subsidiary bases at Guam and 
Cavite (in the Philippines), a fleet operating base at Guam, and lesser 
operating bases in California at San Diego and San Pedro. 10 By 
establishing a separate Pacific Fleet including half its battleships, 
the Navy in 1919 imposed unprecedented need for expansion of its 
Pacific coast yards. 

The Washington Conference on the Limitation of Naval 
Armaments, 1921-1922, was important in providing a structure for 
the three-power naval system that had been evolving since 1919. 
Asked by the State Department for a plan for naval limitation, the 
General Board declared that the United States required a fleet equal to 
the British and double the Japanese to meet its rivals respectively in 
the Atlantic and in the Pacific. Should the Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
continue, however, the General Board wanted a fleet equal to the 
combined fleets of Britain and Japan, since it conceived that the 
alliance could only be directed against the United States. Ever mindful 
of logistics, the board wanted to acquire the French Pacific islands in 
order to open a southern route to the Philippines, and it warned 
against any proposal to neutralize or to allow fortification of Japan's 
mandated Pacific islands that might deny them to the United States. 
Based on Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes' 'stop now' pro
posal, however, the Five-Power Naval Treaty of 1922 established 
limits on capital ships and aircraft carriers in the British, American, 
and Japanese navies in a ration of 5.5 .3 respectively, with total 
tonnage levels set at about half those first recommended by the 
General Board. For American naval men, however, the really stun
ning provision in the naval treaty was the famous Article XIX, in 
which the United States undertook to halt further naval base con
struction and new fortifications west of a line from the Aleutians, to 
Hawaii, to Panama. While American naval planners came eventually 
to defend the 5.5.3 ratio as a goal to be achieved, they laboured until 
the Second World War to overcome the handicap imposed by Article 
XIX to successful American naval operations in the western Pacific. 
Naval men might welcome the end of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, 
but the promise by Britain, the United States, Japan, and France in the 
Four-Power Treaty to support the status quo in the Pacific failed to 
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banish from American Army and Navy thought the possibility of war 
against an Anglo-Japanese (Red-Orange) coalition.U 

The Five-Power Naval Treaty of 1922 provided a base upon which 
American war planners could build their plans and estimates through 
the 1920s. Typical of the annual estimates from the Navy's War Plans 
Division is that for 1924, which, like others of the period, still pointed 
to Britain and Japan as the two nations then capable of disputing 
control of the sea with the United States. While there were sources of 
friction that might lead to war with either or both rivals, the War 
Plans Division still judged relations with Japan 'more acute' than 
those with Britain. It seemed only possible that Britain might join 
Japan in war against the United States, but should the United States 
be involved in war against Britain, the War Plans Division 'expected' 
Japan to join Britain. The division, therefore, gave highest priority to 
preparing the Navy 'to support national policies against Japan' and 
second priority to readiness for war against the British Empire or an 
Anglo-Japanese coalition. 

The War Plans Division supported a distribution of the United 
States Fleet to facilitate its quick concentration against Japan in the 
Hawaiian Islands or against Britain in the New York-Narragansett 
Bay area. The best disposition to ensure a rapid concentration at 
Hawaii was to keep the entire fleet in the Pacific. Since the Pacific 
yards were inadequate to support so large a force, and since it was 
important to keep the east coast shore facilities efficient, the War 
Plans Division favoured the scheme, already adopted by the Navy 
Department the previous year, whereby the most powerful segment of 
the United States Fleet, including its 12 mightiest, oil-burning battle
ships, was concentrated in the Pacific as the Battle Fleet. A weaker 
segment known as the Scouting Fleet, of six older battleships and 
numerous lighter craft, was assigned to the Atlantic. This arrange
ment underlined the vital importance of the Panama Canal, through 
which the sub-fleets passed each year to join in one ocean or the other 
for battle practice.12 

The naval planners ,moved promptly to replace the pre-conference 
War Portfolios with a new set of plans that were in line with the 
Five-Power Naval Treaty. The new plans were initially divided into two 
volumes: Volume One, a Basic Readiness Plan (WPL-8) that estab
lished the standards of readiness or preparedness toward which the 
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Navy should strive during peace, and Volume II, a volume of colour 
plans, the first of which would be a new Basic War Plan Orange 
(WPL-9) for war against Japan. The Basic Readiness Plan established 
a point in time, Zero-Day, the day for beginning operations. It 
assumed that the Navy Department would issue preliminary orders 
40 days before the hypothetical Zero-Day in an Orange war and 70 
days before Zero-Day in a Red-Orange war. Given the 40-day alert, 
the plan called for the concentration at Hawaii ten days after Zero
Day of an expeditionary force 50 per cent superior to the Japanese 
naval strength and 50,000 army troops. In a war against the British 
Empire, the Navy was expected to assemble in the New Y ark
Narragansett region by Zero-Day a force equal in strength to the 
active British fleet. The plan also provided for naval building to 
achieve equality with the British Navy, including 40 10,000 ton eight
inch gun cruisers and aircraft carriers to the level permitted by the 
treaty. The section on shore establishments accorded highest priority 
to naval base development in the Pacific: the Hawaiian Islands, Guam 
(for maintenance only), Manila Bay (for maintenance only), San 
Francisco Bay, and Puget Sound. An ingenious secret Appendix F, 
adopted later in the year, outlined a mobile base project, including 
floating dry-docks and other facilities sufficient to provide for one 
main outlying base and one outlying support base. The mobile base 
material was presumably to equip a main base in the Philippines 
or elsewhere in the western Pacific and a subsidiary support base 
closer to Japan.13 When Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore 
Roosevelt Jr called for a report on the Navy's readiness to relieve the 
Philippines, the major deficiencies listed by the War Plans Division 
included the lack of floating dry-docks capable of taking the heaviest 
ships, 40 cruisers, 48 submarines and five distilling ships, and a 
personnel shortage of more than 50 per cent. 14 

The urgent problem confronting American war planners after 1922 
was to devise an Orange Plan to overcome the obstacles to operations 
in the western Pacific imposed by Article XIX of the treaty. Since 
Guam would almost surely be lost ar the outset of an Orange war, the 
naval planners shifted their attention to the Philippines, where the 
United States had already built fortifications commanding the 
entrances to Manila Bay and neighbouring Subic Bay. It was hoped 
that the 14-inch guns on the islands at the entrances to Manila Bay 
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would deny the bay to the Japanese Navy and perhaps save it for the 
Americans until the arrival of the United States Fleet from the eastern 
Pacific. Moved in part by pressure from the Navy, the Joint Board in 
May 1922 adopted an interpretation of Article XIX that left room for 
later upbuilding of military and naval forces in the western Pacific: 
that Article XIX imposed no restriction on mobile land and sea 
forces, that 'as a matter of policy', however, it was inadvisable to 
build up mobile forces in the Philippines at that time, and that Article 
XIX should be strictly carried out so far as naval shore facilities and 
fortifications were concerned. Proponents of a determined defence of 
the Philippines also won a further victory shortly thereafter when the 
Joint Board decided that Panama, Hawaii, and Manila were the three 
most vital coast positions to be defended.15 From the Philippines, 
Admiral A.E. Anderson, the Commander-in-Chief of the Asiatic 
Fleet, joined with Governor-General Leonard Wood to demand the 
utmost endeavours to hold the islands as a base for the United States 
Fleet. Anderson claimed that with but small forces added to the light 
units of his command, he could gravely hamper if not deter Japanese 
operations against the Philippines and even Guam.16 

A full reconsideration of the Philippines in the strategy of an 
Orange war was precipitated in June 1922 when Theodore Roosevelt 
Jr ordered the General Board working with the War Plans Division to 
survey the 'Grand Strategy of the Pacific' and to prepare estimates 
upon which to base 'plans for the execution of decisions already 
arrived at'. 17 

In September 1922 the naval war planners completed a 27-page 
estimate of the Blue-Orange situation in which they concluded that 
the United States could only force Japan to accept American terms by 
blockading the Japanese home islands from an advanced base within 
500 miles of Tsushima. The planners anticipated a struggle by the 
United States to prevent Japan from establishing her 'suzerainty' in 
the Far East. Since the United States Navy was superior to the 
Japanese in all classes save cruisers, the basic American problem was 
to move the United States Fleet to the Far East and to establish base 
facilities there after the outbreak of war. Japan's objective, on the 
other hand, would be to secure her vital sea communications by 
denying the western Pacific to the United States after capturing the 
Philippines and Guam. The war planners estimated that the Navy 
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would require the services of 35 per cent of the American merchant 
marine and of all American tankers just to supply the fleet on its 
trans-Pacific movement. To support the fleet in the western Pacific, 
the Navy would be forced to fabricate a base, the most vital elements 
of which would be floating dry-docks built in and moved from the 
United States. To construct a floating dry-dock capable of handling 
the largest warships would require 18 months. 

The war planners devoted a good part of their estimate to the 
various means by which the United States might establish a superior 
fleet in the western Pacific: by keeping it there during peace, by 
dispatching it directly to the Philippines either during strained re
lations or immediately after the outbreak of war, by moving the fleet 
east through the Mediterranean or around Cape Horn, by sending it 
across the Pacific on a northern or southern route, or by moving it in 
stages across the central Pacific. The staged 'step-by-step' advance 
across the central route was judged in the September estimate to be 
the safest and surest of success. If Britain's Singapore base were 
available, the planners believed that the United States Fleet could sail 
directly to the western Pacific and rely on local British sources of 
support. 18 

The war planners' conservative estimate was far more cautious 
than the brief, aggressive 'Strategic Survey of the Pacific' completed 
by the General Board in April 1923. The General Board called for a 
vigorous offensive in its General Concept: 

An offensive war, primarily naval, directed towards isolation of 
Japan through control of all waters around Japan, through the 
equivalent of blockade operations, and through the capture and 
occupation of all outlying Japanese islands intensified by an air 
war against Japanese territory. 

The board declared that the 'first and governing concern' was to 
secure a base for the fleet in the western Pacific and that Manila Bay 
was 'the best suited of all available sites for a primary advanced base'. 
To carry out its 'General Concept', the General Board proposed a war 
strategy based on an 'immediate naval advance with available land 
reinforcements for Manila', a subsequent movement to Japan's home 
waters, the transport of 250,000 troops to the western Pacific, and 
occupation or control of all anchorages in the Japanese mandates and 
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in the Philippines. As part of its peace strategy, it called for construc
tion of mobile base equipment and cultivation of 'good relations' 
with Far Eastern powers likely to adopt benevolent neutrality toward 
the United States: Holland, China, and a 'regenerated Russia' .19 

The General Board's strategy, including its stress on the 
Philippines, was fully approved by the Navy Department. At the 
suggestion of Admiral Coontz, Britain was also designated as a power 
whose friendship the United States should cultivate in the Far East. 20 

The war planners quickly modified their September Blue-Orange 
estimate to include a statement that the Philippines constituted a 
position of 'greatest strategic importance' whose retention was of 
'utmost importance'. The security of the islands, observed the plan
ners, was dependent on the 'timely arrival of a joint Army and Navy 
reinforcement', the naval contingent of which should be at least 25 
per cent superior to the Japanese Navy. Although an early reinforce
ment would divide American naval strength and place a major 
portion of the fleet in the western Pacific without dry-docks and 
secure supply, the war planners now judged the importance of hold
ing the Philippines sufficient to justify the risk. Their amended esti
mate, however, reflected ambivalence in American naval thinking. 
Whereas the estimate still described a step-by-step advance as the 
surest road to ultimate victory, it also approved an immediate west
ward dash to save Manila Bay as the site for the Navy's main base in 
the western Pacific.21 

The General Board's strategic survey was incorporated practically 
without change in a Joint Board paper of July 1923 entitled 'Synopsis 
of Joint Army and Navy Estimates of the Orange Situation' ,22 and the 
Joint Board's 'Synopsis' provided the basis for the Navy's Basic War 
Plan Orange (WPL-9) of February 1924 and the first Joint Army and 
Navy War Plan Orange of August 1924. The sequence of these 
estimates and plans suggests that the Army was largely content in 
1922-24 to ratify the strategy proposed by the Navy. While the 
Navy's War Plan Orange stressed the importance of moving quickly 
to Manila, it also left to the Commander-in-Chief of the United States 
Fleet 'When and how and whether Manila shall be relieved'. The 
prime objective of the plan was to establish American naval superior
ity over Japan in the western Pacific so that Japan could be isolated 
and blockaded in accordance with the General Board's 'General 
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Concept'. Destruction of the Japanese fleet 'whenever and wher
ever met' would 'contribute most' to success. To assure the 
Commander-in-Chief of freedom of choice, the Navy's 1924 Orange 
Plan included two logistic schemes: one for a step-by-step movement 
and the other for a quick dash across the Pacific. Insufficient person
nel was termed 'the most serious difficulty in execution' of the plan; 
the lack of underwater repair facilities and of distilling ships, 'the 
most serious material difficulty'. 23 

The Joint Army and Navy War Plan-Orange completed by the Joint 
Board in August 1924 summed up the main features of the other post
Washington Conference plans and assigned missions to the Army as 
well as the Navy. Repeating the 'General Concept' of the General 
Board, the Joint Board anticipated a three-phased war, initially to 
establish the vital western Pacific base, secondly to isolate Japan by 
cutting her sea communications, and finally to press such further 
unspecified operations as might force Japan to submit. The Navy's 
interest in the first two phases was declared paramount, and the 
requirements of the service with paramount interest were to be 
governing. The board predicted 'a long war, primarily naval' that 
should be 'conducted with boldness from the earliest stage'. Apart 
from increasing the garrisons at Panama and Hawaii, the Army 
would provide troops for the 'United States Asiatic Expeditionary 
Forces' that would accompany the fleet. The plan also authorized the 
Army to mobilize troops in the continental United States; this was 
deemed necessary in order to meet 'unforeseen entanglements', that 
is, invasions from Canada and Mexico. In addition to building up the 
fleet, the Navy was to provide 'adequate mobile base facilities, par
ticularly floating docks and fuel supply'. Timing in the plan was based 
on the Navy's Zero-Day schedule. 24 

The war planners, inspired by the heroic strategy of the General 
Board, had allowed valour to overcome sound judgement when they 
drew up their Pacific war plans in 1923-24. Naval men knew from 
experience that the civil authorities were unlikely to allow significant 
ship movements before the outbreak of war (Zero-Day) lest these 
movements themselves provoke war. Admiral Edward W. Eberle, the 
Chief of Naval Operations, conceded in late 1924 that, given the 
parsimony of Congress, the Navy would be unable for some years to 
progress toward the standards of readiness specified in the war plans. 25 
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Confronted by these grim facts, Roosevelt concluded that the fall of 
the Philippines early in an Orange war was 'more than probable'. It 
was 'possible' that the United States might secure the use of a foreign 
base in the Far East, but Roosevelt judged it 'dangerous in the 
extreme to count on such a contingency'. Once the Philippines had 
fallen to Japan, the Assistant Secretary expected an 'irresistible 
demand' from the American people to rush the superior American 
fleet to Asiatic waters without 'the all important essential' for such a 
move, a Class A floating dry-dock capable of handling the largest 
ships. 26 The obvious importance of this key element for a mobile base 
notwithstanding, the General Board was unwilling to give priority to 
a dry-dock over ships, since it deemed that ships were also 'vital and 
essential' for a Pacific campaign.27 

As Commander-in-Chief of the United States Fleet, in late 1924, 
Admiral Coontz strongly insisted that the greatest need of the fleet 
was a mobile base with floating dry-dock facilities. 'Convinced that a 
bold move would contribute largely to victory', however, Coontz was 
determined to sail westward quickly in an Orange campaign, even if 
the fleet train were smaller than planned. 28 Indeed, assuming that the 
Philippines would not fall to Orange before Zero-Day plus 60 days, 
and that the 16 battleships plus other basic elements of the initial 
expedition could assemble at Hawaii by Zero-Day plus ten days, 
the Commander-in-Chief opted for a direct movement to the Philip
pines in his Contributory Orange Plan (Plan 0-3 Orange). Although 
the Bureau of Navigation could not promise exactly the forces 
requested by Coontz for the initial expedition, it volunteered to 
provide a fleet of equivalent strength, including 18 battleships, on 30 
days' notice.29 

Meanwhile, during Admiral Coontz's tour as CINCUS, 1923-25, 
the fleet engaged in a series of fleet problems designed to test or to 
prove its ability to conduct trans-Pacific operations. In Fleet Problem 
No. 2, the fleet sailed south from California to the Gulf of Panama, 
simulating a dash from Hawaii to the Philippines with the west 
coast of Mexico and Central America substituted for Japan's Pacific 
island mandate; in Fleet Problem No. 4 it moved from Panama to 
capture a base at Culebra, an approximation at least of the distance 
to be covered by an expedition from the Philippines northward to 
seize a base at Amami Oshima, with Haiti substituted for Japan.30 
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Fleet Problem No. 5 was intended to test the ability of the fleet to 
protect its train against attack by an intercepting raiding force, an 
exercise that fell short of success, since fleet and raiding force 
failed to meet.31 Perhaps the most interesting innovation during 
these fleet problems was the United States Fleet Cruising Dis
position (or Screening Formation) No. 2, in which the fleet would 
be organized in four concentric circles for protection .of the fleet 
train, including the mobile base if available, during its passage 
across the Pacific: an outer circle of submarine scouts enclosing 
circles of destroyers, of cruisers, and finally of battleships. The 
flagship of the officer in tactical command (OTC) would occupy a 
position within the inner ring of battleships, from which the tacti
cal commander could signal shifts in direction that would be 
accomplished without breaking formation, as would necessarily be 
the case should the fleet be organized in rectangular formation. 
This circular formation was seen as the most effective instrument 
for resisting attrition from enemy raiding attacks as the Blue fleet 
moved slowly westward across the Pacific.32 Finally, in the sum
mer of 1925, Admiral Coontz led a fleet of 56 vessels, including 
12 battleships of the Battle Fleet, on a spectacular cruise from 
Hawaii to Australia and New Zealand, roughly the distance from 
Pearl Harbor to Manila, that the Admiral hailed as a demon
stration of the fleet's capacity to maintain itself at a great distance 
from its home sources of shore support. 33 Doubtless in deference 
to Japan, the Navy Department never sent the fleet on a trial run 
to the Philippines. 

Vital to the success of the offensive strategy of the 1924 
Orange plans was the assumption that the United States would 
hold the site for a base in the Philippines until the arrival of the 
United States Fleet. The primary mission for the Army and the 
Navy under the contributory Combined (Philippine) Army and 
Navy War Plan Orange of January 1925 was to defend Manila 
and Manila Bay 'by operating on the offensive and defensive 
against enemy forces in the Luzon area'. Naval forces from 
the weak Asiatic Fleet available to the defence were estimated at 
18 destroyers, six submarines, and nine planes.34 The army hoped 
through recruitment to expand by 10,000 men its peacetime 
garrison of approximately 13,000 officers and men. Of the utmost 
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importance were the great guns mounted on Corregidor and 
neighbouring islands at the entrances to Manila Bay, including 
eight 14-inch guns, eight 12-inch rifles, 24 12-inch mortars, 11 
six-inch gun batteries, and an elaborate system of searchlights. 
These awesome guns were the principal elements for holding an 
ultimate defence area embracing Bataan Peninsula and the islands 
at the bay's entrances. Outside the ultimate defence area were the 
small naval stations at Cavite on Manila Bay and Olongapo on 
Subic Bay. 

It became increasingly clear that the United States would not be 
able to hold Manila Bay outside the ultimate defence area until 
the . arrival of reinforcement in an Orange campaign, but local 
Army and Navy exercises in 1925 and 1926 demonstrated that 
naval facilities even within the ultimate defence area would be 
threatened with destruction by long-range enemy bombardment.35 

This and other factors led the Joint Board in 1928 to seek a new 
mission for American forces in the Philippines, on the assumption 
that Manila Bay could not be held as a base for the American 
battle fleet in an Orange war. Army officers in the islands then 
estimated that the forts at the bay's entrances could hold no 
longer than 90 days against Japanese attack, and they recom
mended a revised mission: 'To hold the entrances to Manila Bay 
until the arrival of the United States Fleet'. 36 This suggested an 
effort to deny the bay to the Japanese fleet without any attempt 
to hold the bay area as a base for the American fleet. Prompted 
by the Navy, which could not accept with equanimity the aban
donment of the Philippine base, the Joint Board adopted a 
compromise mission, to encourage defence of the Manila Bay 
area, so long as the primary objective of holding the bay's 
entrances was not jeopardized: 

PRIMARY MISSION: To hold the entrances to Manila Bay. 
SECONDARY MISSION: To hold the Manila Bay area as 
long as possible consistent with the successful accomplish
ment of the Primary Mission.37 

In the autumn of 1926 the Joint Army and Navy Board and its 
attendant Joint Planning Committee began a full review of its 
1924 War Plan Orange, to clarify the timing and to establish 
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more definite stages of mobilization. It was a review in which the 
Army would be heard. In place of the Navy's Zero-Day, by which 
time the Navy hoped to attain a degree of preparation contingent on a 
40-day advance warning, the Joint Planning Committee adopted the 
Army's M-Day (Mobilization Day) as a firm starting time from which 
planners could establish stages of mobilization with ·Confidence. The 
Joint Board also decided that the Japanese forces operating against 
Manila could render the bay untenable for the United States Fleet 
before its arrival, that it would be necessary to seize an outlying base 
in the western Pacific other than Manila Bay, and that no expedition 
should be launched across the Pacific without authorization from the 
President. 38 

These decisions dearly reflected fears from Army planners that 
the Navy's pressure for an early offensive would lead to disaster. 
In December 1926 the Army members of the Joint Planning 
Committee protested to the Joint Board that the 1924 War Plan 
Orange would 'commit the United States to a far reaching de
cision - the immediate movement of our forces to the Far East -' 
without indicating what further operations would be necessary to 
ensure Japan's submission. The Joint Board thereupon approved a 
proposal from General C.P. Summerall, the Army Chief of Staff, 
that the 1924 War Plan Orange be revised after 'comprehensive 
studies of the military, naval, political, psychological, and econ
omic aspects' of the 'several courses of strategic action' likely to 
ensure success. 39 

The Joint Planning Committee laboured for more than a year to 
complete an 82-page, single-spaced estimate of the Blue-Orange situ
ation that became the basis for an entirely new Joint Army and Navy 
War Plan Orange. As did other military papers of the time, the 
committee's 1928 estimate predicted possible conflict between the 
United States and Japan over China, immigration, the security of the 
Philippines, and Japan's quest for unchallenged naval domination of 
the Far East. While the British Dominions of Australia, New Zealand, 
and Canada would be wholly sympathetic toward the United States, 
Britain herself was expected by the planners to strive hard for 
neutrality. Indeed, the committee declared that Japan would not risk 
war with the United States unless Britain were 'seriously involved 
elsewhere' or had given other assurances of non-interference. Partly 
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out of fear that Britain would oppose American naval operations to 
isolate Japan, the planners proposed to keep a reserve of 500,000 
troops in the United States to watch the Canadian border. It also 
seemed that the anti-capitalist masters of the Kremlin and the self
serving warlords of China would incline toward Japan. France was 
believed to have entered a secret pact with Japan. Only from Holland 
did the war planners hope for benevolent neutrality, which would 
secure oil from the Dutch East Indies for American forces based in the 
Philippines. 

The Joint Planning Committee still aimed to force Japan's accept
ance of American will by isolating the Japanese home islands and 
defeating the Japanese fleet. It saw for the Army a role essentially as 
support for the Navy's campaign to isolate Japan, as it seemed 
impractical for the United States to invade the Japanese main islands 
or to operate on the Asian mainland. Air power, but little noticed in 
1924, figured prominently in the 1928 estimate. Eventual American 
supremacy in the air seemed assured from the fact that the United 
States within 13 months could expand production to an estimated 
1,500 planes a month, as compared with Japan's expected top pro
duction of only 700 planes a year. 

Manila was still regarded as the best position for an advanced main 
base for the United States Fleet. Should Japan be able to deny Manila 
Bay as a base, the Joint Planning Committee favoured establishing a 
wholly new base elsewhere in the Philippines, preferably at 
Dumanquilas in Mindanao. It would leave to the Commander-in
Chief of the fleet whether to advance directly to the Philippines or to 
adopt a more cautious step-by-step strategy. The committee outlined 
a further northward movement by stages to Amami Oshima, the most 
promising location for a base for close investment of Japan. The 
committee was unwilling,.however, to risk precious heavy American 
units in an assault on Amami Oshima until the Navy had built and 
moved to the Philippines one large floating dry-dock. This would 
delay the Amami Oshima operation to about M-Day plus 450 days. 
Proposed subsequent operations included the capture of Tsushima 
and of lesser islands to win access to the Japan Sea, from which to 
launch air strikes against Japan proper. 

The Army members of the Joint Planning Committee pointedly 
refused to subscribe to the decision by the Navy members that it 
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would be necessary to mount a strategic offensive in the western 
Pacific designed to force Japan's submission through economic press
ure. Nor would the Army members endorse the decisions by the Navy 
committeemen that outlined an offensive war in terms strikingly 
similar to those of the 1924 War Plans Orange. The Joint Board, 
however, directed the planning committee to prepare a new Orange 
Plan 'based on the strategic offensive'. 40 

The Joint Board debated the details of the new Joint Army and 
Navy War Plan Orange for still another year before it was finally 
issued to the services in January 1929. Modified only slightly from the 
General Board's wording of 1923, the 'concept' of the 1929 plan still 
predicted a primarily naval war to isolate and exhaust Orange, but 
with the provision that the Army might be employed in major oper
ations. First of the joint decisions in the new plan was to establish at 
the earliest possible date Blue sea power in the western Pacific su
perior to that of Orange. To this end, the 1929 plan called for an 
expedition with naval forces superior to those of Orange to secure an 
advanced base at Manila Bay or elsewhere. The second major de
cision in the 1929 plan was to hold Manila Bay as long as possible 
with forces in the western Pacific, so that the area would be denied to 
Orange as a naval base even if it could not be secured for Blue. Other 
decisions too numerous to repeat provided for defence of such key 
positions as Hawaii and Panama, protection of vital Blue lines of 
supply, and operations to win for Blue control of Orange home 
waters. An intricate arrangement based on the principle of para
mount interest assured the Navy of the power to coordinate all forces 
in the Hawaiian and Asiatic theatres during the presence of the main 
Blue fleet. The entire trans-Pacific movement, however, would await 
authorization from the President rather than depend upon the discre
tion of the Commander-in-Chief of the United States Fleet. 

Much of the 1929 War Plan Orange provided mobilization sched
ules that stipulated progressive assembly of army units at Pacific 
Coast ports, and of warships at Hawaii. By M-Day plus 60 days, the 
Navy was to have concentrated in Hawaiian waters a fleet roughly 
equivalent to that provided in the 1924 plans for Zero-Day plus ten 
days. Ultimately, the Army was to mobilize 1,200,000 men. Except 
for the initial decisions, the stress of the 1929 plan was toward an 
orderly build-up of forces rather than a hasty, dangerous offensive. 
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The plan reflected years of deliberate planning, consulting and esti
mating by both services, in contrast to the hastily conceived generali
ties in the 1924 joint plan, which were derived from the earlier, still 
more general synopsis of the General BoardY With numerous modi
fications, the 1929 plan remained the Joint Army and Navy War Plan 
Orange until 1938, when it was replaced by a wholly new plan in 
which, at the insistence of the Army planners, stress was placed on 
defence of the eastern Pacific, with only modest reference to an 
advance by the fleet to the west of Hawaii.42 In March 1929, two 
months after the Joint Army and Navy War Plan Orange was distrib
uted, the Navy issued its new Navy Basic War Plan Orange based on 
the joint plan, a distinct reversal in order from the 1924 practice.43 

From Orange, the services turned to plans for war against Red 
(Britain), and then against a Red-Orange (Anglo-Japanese) coalition. 
The Anglo-American deadlock over cruisers at the Geneva Naval 
Conference in 1927 left the Navy's War Plans Division uncertain 
whether war was more likely in the Atlantic or in the Pacific, and 
watchful for evidence of an Anglo-Japanese understanding. The div
ision held in its 1928 annual estimate of the situation that, since 
Japan was unlikely to attack the United States alone, Japan would 
probably only fight the United States if she had a European ally.44 

The Joint Army and Navy Board completed its War Plan Red in 
1930, essentially a defence of the western hemisphere from attack by 
Red (Britain) in the Atlantic.45 Materials survive for a Red-Orange 
plan that remained unfinished on the Joint Board's agenda until it was 
finally dropped in 1939.46 Indeed, Red as a possible enemy practically 
disappeared from the estimates of the naval war planners after the 
successful conclusion of the London Naval Conference of 1930. 
When the United States Fleet was concentrated in the Pacific in 1932, 
however, it joined with the Army in an elaborately conceived exer
cise, Grand Joint Exercise No. 4, that related to a hypothetical war 
against a coalition designated Black, clearly a Red-Orange (Anglo
Japanese) combination. Assuming that the enemy in the Pacific had 
captured Hawaii while the United States Fleet was defeating its more 
powerful enemy in the Atlantic, the task of the fleet and the Army in 
the exercise was to undertake an amphibious assault on Oahu. The 
attack included air strikes against Oahu from the Navy's fine new 
carriers Lexington and Saratoga, perhaps a harbinger of the Japanese 
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attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941.47 The exercise itself, however, was 
conceived within the framework of the years 1919-1931, when 
Britain and Japan were the primary concerns of American war 
planners. 

It is ironic that the United States Fleet was concentrated in the 
Pacific in 1932 to play out a Red-Orange (Anglo-Japanese) scenario 
at the very time when statesmen in Washington and London were 
anxiously searching for means to prevent the Japanese in Manchuria 
and at Shanghai from breaking up the Washington Conference sys
tem. Reflecting the progressive demise of that system, except for visits 
to the Atlantic in 1935 and 1939, the United States Fleet remained 
concentrated in the Pacific as a caution to Japan until the outbreak of 
the Second World War. Britain, after 1932, was gradually restored in 
American naval thinking to her pre-1919 role as guardian of the 
Atlantic. 

From 1919 to 1931, the Anglo-American-Japanese system of naval 
power provided American military and naval planners with valuable 
opportunities for testing and revising their plans, through the playing 
out of games, problems, and other exercises. Planning for an Orange 
campaign was most challenging to naval planners in Operations, in 
the fleet, and at the Naval War College, for the very reason that the 
problem was so difficult, if not impossible, to solve. Conversely, the 
Army planners were attracted to Red and Red-Orange campaigns 
because they gave credibility to their plans for mobilizing a mass 
army for defence of the United States against invasion, an undertak
ing that held no appeal for the Navy whatsoever. 

The plans for naval operations against Orange Uapan) were 
worked out and revised in response to changing circumstances and 
lessons learned over time. As previously noted, it seemed from the 
lessons derived from Fleet Problem Nos. 2, 4, and 5 between 1923 
and 1925 that the Navy had solved the logistic problem of how to 
overcome the obstacles imposed by the Five-Power Naval Treaty of 
1922 and get the United States Fleet to the western Pacific, if the 
civilians in government would provide money for ships and mobile 
base equipment, especially floating dry-docks. The scheme for a quick 
movement in the 1924 Orange plans, however, was seriously under
mined by the inability of the Army to guarantee the security of a 
protected site for a base in the Manila Bay area until the arrival of the 
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fleet. The 1924 plans were consequently followed by the more con
servative and thoroughly reasoned 1929 Joint Army and Navy War 
Plan Orange, which was probably a more truly joint Army and Navy 
Orange plan than any previous Orange plan. The moderating influ
ence of the Army on operational planning for the Pacific became 
progressively stronger through the 1930s. 
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The Icarus Factor: the American 
Pursuit of Myth in Naval Arms 

Control, 1921-36 

THOMAS H. BUCKLEY 

Daedalus, the ancient Greek craftsman, watched his son Icarus, 
imbued with too much hubris as he flew toward the sun, exceed the 
limits of his father's art, and then plunge from the heavens into the 
sea. Like Daedalus, the American statesmen who constructed the 
Washington 'system' saw their creative accomplishment destroyed by 
their successors who, mired in their own distinctive hubris, so concen
trated on the technical issue of numerical ratios to the exclusion of 
political considerations that they failed to secure either effective arms 
control or lasting peace. As the increasing heat of political conflict 
grew more intense, the waxwork of political webs that had held 
together the original quest for disarmament in 1922 began to shift by 
1930, tear asunder in 1936, and melt away before the Rising Sun in 
1941. American statesmen, responsive to a public disillusionment 
with the results of the First World War, followed policies of political 
isolationism that encompassed an avoidance of the League of 
Nations, unilateral disarmament, moral pronouncements against that 
notorious outlaw, war, and righteous indignation against nations that 
had not only failed to pay their previous war debts, but now pur
chased further arms. Naval arms control, strongly supported by an 
American public opinion more interested in diminishing the cost of a 
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war machine than in any altruistic desire to end war, stood as the 
dramatic centrepiece of American policy. However, the Icarus Factor 
of disarmament - that arms control, unsupported by a web of politi
cal arrangements, can neither secure nor maintain peace - doomed 
both arms control and peace when the former, never containing 
within itself the power to capture peace, perished in the fire of 
conflict. 

I 

When the United States failed to JOin the League of Nations in 
1919-1920, it decided not to travel the crowded road of collective 
security, with its perils of unknown destinations, fellow riders who 
had not even paid their fare for the previous ride but were now again 
travelling on American credit, and other travellers with whom the 
United States would eagerly trade goods at any roadside stand but not 
negotiate political arrangements. The United States, therefore, would 
proceed on its own traditional, independent path, meeting each prob
lem as it came up and seeking its own unique solutions. In that vein, 
President Warren G. Harding had suggested during the presidential 
campaign of 1920 that a non-permanent, voluntary association of 
nations might gather periodically to discuss common problems and 
perhaps seek solutions without, of course, committing themselves in 
advance to any action directly weakening any nation's right to take 
independent steps. 1 Disarmament, he believed, might well serve as the 
topic of the initial meeting of such an association of nations. 

Urged on by a congressional resolution proposed by Senator 
William E. Borah, calling for a 50 per cent cut in the naval building 
programmes of the United States, Great Britain, and Japan, President 
Harding and his Secretary of State, Charles Evans Hughes, combined 
Harding's vague hopes for an association of nations, widespread 
public support for disarmament, and an opportunity to settle some 
problems with Japan, into a call for a conference to be held in 
Washington, DC, on 11 November 1921? Politics at home, unsettled 
conditions in the Pacific and China, and a naval race with Great 
Britain and Japan prompted the convocation of the Washington 
Conference on the Limitation of Armaments. 

What problems faced the Harding Administration at home and 
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abroad? The bitter struggle over the League of Nations forced the 
Republicans to develop a positive programme. Negative attacks on 
the Woodrow Wilson Administration had worked quite well in oppo
sition, but once the Republicans were in power positive steps had to 
be taken. Harding, to use a favourite word of his, wanted to do 
something 'becoming' in world affairs. 3 After the high costs of the 
war and the short economic recession that followed, the American 
public wanted relief from high taxes and the burden of maintaining a 
large, expensive military establishment. Agitation from organized, 
growing pacifist groups in the United States peaked, but the dominant 
attitude of the public centred on the question of tax relief, not on the 
prevention of war.4 Through naval disarmament, the Harding 
Administration could tie itself to a popular movement, and gain, it 
hoped, not only a cut in military spending but also the resolution of 
naval and political problems with Great Britain and Japan. 

In 1916, on the eve of the American entrance into the First World 
War, the United States had begun a naval construction programme 
that included the building of 156 vessels; 16 capital ships (battleships 
and battle cruisers) anchored the powerful core of the programme. 
Under the pressures of war, since the German battle fleet seldom 
ventured far from the safety of home, the United States concentrated 
on the building of destroyers for convoy duty, to meet the submarine 
threat, rather than on battleships and battle cruisers. In the autumn of 
1921, 15 of the 16 capital ships, still under construction, and from 
roughly four per cent to 86 per cent finished, stood on the building 
stocks. Upon their completion, the United States would have the most 
modern and powerful capital ship fleet in the world. American admir
als and some political leaders, like the former Senator Harding, had 
long talked of a navy 'second to none'.5 

The British, of course, occupying the number one position in 1920, 
had met many previous challenges to that rank, and announced that 
they would build a fleet equal or superior to that of any other nation. 
Japan, by beginning an 8-8 programme designed to construct eight 
battleships and eight battle cruisers, displayed its intention to match 
the American fleet. Considerable American opinion held that neither 
Great Britain nor Japan had the immediate funds to complete her 
programme, unlike the United States, which had ended the war as a 
creditor nation. Serious doubts, however, existed in the Harding 
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Administration about the willingness of Congress to vote the necess
ary funds to complete the unfinished capital ships, let alone vote 
additional funds for either their maintenance or the construction of 
the necessary supporting auxiliary ships. Congress in the 1920s did in 
fact display more interest in paying off the national debt than in 
funding high cost naval projects.6 

A further complication revolved around the ties that bound the 
British and the Japanese together in the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, due 
to expire in 1921. Originally signed in 1902 and aimed against 
Russia, renewed in 1911 and then centred against Germany, it had 
served useful purposes for Great Britain and Japan. In 1921, both 
governments wanted a renewal, but the United States had indicated 
that such a continuation would, at the very least, give the appearance 
of an alliance against the United States. The Harding Administration 
did not fear that the alliance would lead the United States into a war 
with Great Britain. It did believe that the Japanese used the pact to 
advance their interests in Asia, with either open or silent British 
support. Japan, for example, had received the former German islands 
in the Pacific as League of Nations mandates through a prior secret 
Anglo-Japanese agreement followed by an open British confirmation 
of that arrangement in the Versailles Treaty. The British, however, 
found themselves under severe Canadian pressure against renewal in 
1921. The Canadians feared that any dispute between the United 
States and Japan that might draw in Great Britain, even as a neutral, 
could also put Canada in a position vulnerable to American 
retaliation. 7 

Great Britain and the United States in the interwar period had an 
uneasy, often adversarial relationship. Most Americans, and many 
scholars, have forgotten how deep the suspicions of Great Britain ran 
in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s. Some Americans believed 
that the image of Perfidious Albion reflected reality, that the British 
worked only for their own interests and would always make sure that 
they gained in every situation, and that the United States would 
always lose in any negotiation with the British. Other Americans 
came to believe that the British had somehow manipulated the United 
States into the First World War to save British commercial interests. 
Since control of the seas appeared to be the foundation of British 
power, to stand on an equal plane with the British, the United States 
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must build a fleet superior or at least equal to the Royal Navy. While 
few wanted a war with Great Britain, or predicted the likelihood of 
one, many saw the British as arrogant competitors whose pretensions 
of leadership failed to recognize the realities of either their own 
declining power or the rise of American power. Britain's broader 
world interests often clashed with the narrower American goals, 
especially in Asia, and neither had much appreciation of the other's 
difficulties. Such feelings permeated both naval and foreign policy 
debates, and created serious hurdles for those in both governments 
who sought a closer relationship. 8 

If war with Great Britain appeared unlikely, war with Japan was 
not inconceivable. With the Japanese defeat of Russia in 1904, the 
United States changed from a quiet admirer of Japan to a vocal critic. 
Japanese actions in Korea, China, and the Pacific islands from 1904 
to 1920 appeared aggressive and threatening to American interests in 
those areas. Looming behind the specific threat to the Philippines, in 
the eyes of naval officers, lay the even more general, ambiguous 
problem of China. Many Americans had a sentimental attachment to 
China as well as high hopes of cracking a market of over 400 million 
potential customers. Japanese expansion into Manchuria, Shantung, 
and even into Russian Siberia raised questions about Japan's ultimate 
intentions. Its acquisition of the former German islands (the 
Marshalls, Marianias, and Carolines) in 1919 added further strategic 
dimensions in the South Pacific. War Plan Orange grappled with the 
problems and opportunities, offered to both Japan and the United 
States, that those islands presented.9 Books predicting war between 
the United States and Japan appeared with regularity from 1915 to 
1925.10 

The Harding Administration thus faced a domestic political ques
tion - how to demonstrate leadership in foreign affairs after the 
defeat of the League, how to placate an American public that wanted 
tax relief from the funds required to build naval ships, and how to 
take advantage of the fact that Congress might well not vote the 
appropriations even to finish the ships already under construction. It 
also faced an international question - how to gain naval parity with 
Great Britain without further building, how to restrain Japanese 
building, and how to prevent further Japanese inroads into American 
interests in the Pacific and China. 



THE ICARUS FACTOR 129 

The Harding Administration in 1921 had five options - some 
clearly unrealistic, others in the realm of possibility: 

1. It could complete the 1916 programme for capital ships, meet 
any further challenges ship for ship, and aggressively build up 
American fortifications in the Pacific. This option, a type of imperial 
America, assumed that Congress would indeed vote the necessary 
appropriations for both naval construction and the fortification of the 
Philippines and the Wake and Guam islands (although neither was a 
desirable alternative either politically or militarily), as well as increas
ing the status of the then largely undeveloped Pearl Harbor. Under 
those circumstances, the United States also had to assume that cer
tainly Japan, which would have viewed such offensive actions as a 
direct threat, and possibly Great Britain, would complete and perhaps 
even expand her fortifications and building programmes. Just the 
completion of the three original programmes would have brought an 
estimated ratio of capital ship tonnage in 1928 of 10(US):11(GB): 
9U). Not only Congress but also the American public would have to 
support an expensive alternative that might lead to war. The Harding 
Administration correctly concluded that neither Congress nor the 
public would support such an option. 

2. It could complete only the 1916 programme and not build 
auxiliaries or further fortifications. While this would have cut some 
expense, it would not, in all probability, have prevented the British 
construction, although it might have influenced the Japanese to slow 
down or make a small cut in their programme. Again, there is no 
indication that Congress or the public would have rallied to support 
this alternative. One can argue, however, that the calling of a confer
ence after the completion of the programme might well have elimi
nated the type of criticism (that is, that the United States gave up too 
much without corresponding reductions by Great Britain and Japan) 
that developed during the late 1920s. While such a tactic might have 
put the United States in a stronger bargaining position, say in 1926, 
building an expensive fleet only to scrap it for arms control purposes 
appeared nonsensical at that time and few would have supported 
such an outrageous proposal. 11 

3. It could complete none of the 15 ships, replace only a small 
number of auxiliary ships, provide no further funds for the expansion 
of fortifications, and negotiate no international treaty. This option, in 



130 THE WASHINGTON CONFERENCE 

effect a planned unilateral disarmament with no consideration of the 
impact of other naval powers or American political interests in the 
Pacific, would have addressed the financial concerns of Congress and 
the public, but would have left the British and Japanese free to build 
as they wished and doomed any hopes whatsoever either of parity 
with the British or of any restraint, other than words, on Japanese 
expansion. The United States would have withdrawn into itself and 
gambled that in the foreseeable future no threats requiring a military 
response would occur; after all, who would, or could, attack the 
United States? It would also have abandoned any American hopes of 
greatly influencing either Great Britain or Japan in East Asia. While 
the naval aspects of this option may have had some appeal, the 
political side did not. This was not the basic policy chosen in 1921, 
but aspects of this alternative actually occurred when Congress failed 
to vote the funds for even a treaty navy. 

4. It could complete part of the uncompleted capital ships, join the 
Anglo-Japanese Alliance, and in effect draw formal spheres of influ
ence in Asia between the three powers. 12 While this option would 
have cut down on naval expenses, it would have met the same fierce 
resistance in Congress that the League of Nations encountered. Such 
an alliance could not have gained the political support of either 
Congress or the American people in 1921; such an act of realpolitik 
appeared neither American nor legitimate. It would not only have 
involved a far more active role in world affairs, but also have severely 
restricted American independent actions. 

5. It could stop the naval construction programme in return for the 
end of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, negotiate an end to the British 
and Japanese programmes, and sign political arrangements that 
would restrict Japanese expansion. If the United States had no inten
tion of finishing either the ships or the fortifications, it could gain a 
relative, rather than an absolute, measure of security by holding its 
competitors to a lower level of power than in all probability could 
have been achieved by building. This option might not only solve the 
funding problem but actually gain the United States a better political 
position. Political concessions might well be secured from the British 
and Japanese in return for the United States not completing its capital 
ships. The option appeared largely achievable; not only did it offer 
the possibility of gaining strong public support, but both the British 
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and the Japanese might find advantages in such a proposal. 
The fifth alternative, of course, became the foundation of the plan 

chosen by the Harding Administration. An American delegation, led 
by Hughes and composed of Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, chairman 
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Senator Oscar W. 
Underwood, the Senate minority leader, and ex-Secretary of State 
Elihu Root, ably assisted by Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore 
Roosevelt Jr, developed a 'stop now' proposal for naval arms control 
that Hughes dramatically presented at the opening session of the 
conference on 12 November 1921Y The Secretary of State proposed 
that the three major naval powers scrap their capital ship construc
tion programmes (under way or proposed), build no capital ships 
for ten years, have a naval ratio of 5(US):5(GB):3U) in total capital 
ship tonnage (approximately 500,000 tons for the United States and 
Great Britain, with 300,000 for Japan), and provide lesser amounts of 
tonnage for both France and Italy.14 By seizing the public initiative, 
Hughes focused world public opinion, and made it difficult, but not 
impossible, for Great Britain and Japan to reject the proposals totally. 

In almost three months of hard negotiations, the delegations ham
mered out the Five-Power Naval Treaty. Alterations in the original 
proposal did occur. Japan asked for a higher ratio (10:10:7 rather 
than 10:10:6), and the resulting compromise kept the 5:5:3 capital 
ship ratio, but also provided for no further fortification of the 
Western Pacific Island territories of the signatories. The United States 
and Great Britain received the right to have 135,000 tons Uapan 
81,000) of aircraft carriers now designated as capital ships; the 
United States turned two of its uncompleted battle cruisers into 
carriers (the Lexington and the Saratoga), but the French caused the 
decisive change. Hughes clearly expected to apply the 5:5:3 ratio not 
only to capital ships but also to auxiliary ships (cruisers, destroyers, 
and submarines). Hughes, however, had wounded French pride in his 
original proposal by not assigning them the same capital ship ratio as 
that of the United States and Great Britain. Hughes had suggested a 
1.75 ratio. France would accept the assigned capital ship ratio only if 
defensive ships, the French definition of all auxiliary ships, had no 
numerical limits placed on them. 15 Unknown to the others, the 
British, who had publicly argued on behalf of the abolition of the 
submarine, would also probably have scuttled the auxiliary ship 
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clause because they wanted more cruisers, but the French saved them 
the necessity of raising the issue. 16 The auxiliary ship exception grew 
into a serious problem at future naval arms control conferences as a 
naval race in cruisers occurred. 17 

The United States insisted that political arrangements become a 
part of the final settlement. While to the relief of the Japanese 
delegation, and probably also the British, the Americans did not 
present a surprise proposal on Pacific and Asian affairs as they had 
done on the naval side of the conference, few doubted that at the very 
least the United States wanted an end to the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance. 18 Prior to, during, and after the conference, the Harding 
Administration tied the end of the alliance to the American accept
ance of the naval treaty. The Four-Power Treaty (United States, Great 
Britain, Japan, and France) formally terminated the alliance and 
called for consultation between the powers if any dispute arose 
between them in the Pacific. This killed the alliance, the United States 
made no commitments except to consult, and the treaty included no 
formal recognition of either British or Japanese spheres of influence. 
Senator Lodge made the tie between the naval treaty and the Four
Power Treaty very explicit by scheduling the vote on the latter treaty 
first and by stating that its ratification must precede that of the naval 
treaty. 19 

Two other major political treaties emerged from the conference. 
The Nine-Power Treaty (United States, Great Britain, Japan, France, 
Italy, Belgium, Portugal, the Netherlands, and China) provided that 
trade with China should be open on an equal basis to all of the 
signatories. In effect, it wrote the American open-door policy into 
formal treaty form for the first time. The weakest link of the confer
ence political treaties, the Nine-Power Treaty fell first despite later 
American diplomatic attempts to get Japan to comply with its terms. 
The fourth treaty dealt with Chinese customs in an attempt to raise 
the effective tariff rate, and to provide the central Chinese 
Government with more funds, and eventual tariff autonomy (secured 
in 1930). Provisions to establish committees to study recommen
dations for the revision of foreign extraterritorial rights in China 
and the Chinese judicial system completed the formal political 
arrangements. 20 

In three steps taken outside the conference, but made possible 
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because of the conference gathering and American pressures, the 
Japanese and Chinese made an agreement that in effect returned 
political control of the Chinese province of Shantung to China (some
thing Woodrow Wilson had failed to accomplish), but allowed the 
Japanese to retain some economic privileges (control of the Shantung 
railroad, eventually to return to China). The Japanese also agreed to 
withdraw their troops from Siberia, and finally, in a third agreement, 
the United States and Japan settled the question of communications 
rights on the island of Yap. 

The treaties then went before the United States Senate. Brilliantly 
shepherded by the team of Hughes, Lodge, and Underwood, the 
agreements sailed through the ratification process. Controversy 
centred only on the Four-Power Treaty, which, opponents such as 
Borah and Hiram Johnson argued, had not appeared on the confer
ence agenda and had been negotiated and signed in secret, its exist
ence being announced without warning. Under such suspicious 
circumstances, they believed that the treaty must include, either expli
citly or implicitly, secret understandings that either made it an 
alliance or at least recognized British and Japanese interests. Harding, 
with reluctance, agreed to a reservation that stipulated that no such 
conditions existed, and the Four-Power Treaty received a winning 
vote of 60 to 25. All the other treaties sailed through with only a total 
of two votes cast against them.21 

The debate over the extremely popular Five-Power Naval Treaty is 
worthy of further note. Remarkably, no hearings took place before 
either the Senate Foreign Relations Committee or the House 
Committee on Naval Affairs. Opponents, in particular naval officers, 
never got a chance to testify about their concerns. The Foreign 
Relations Committee gave its unanimous approval after just a few 
hours' discussion. Lodge, not only chairman of the Foreign Relations 
Committee but also the majority leader of the Senate, steamrollered 
the treaty through the Senate itself. The debate lasted only a few 
days. 22 Lodge, in reply to a question as to the role of naval advisers, 
testified that such advisers had a role similar to that of experts 
testifying on tariff bills. They acted only as technicians; the President 
and Congress, not advisers, made policy. 23 A few words sum up the 
little debate that actually took place- shallow, cursory, and largely 
uninformed. Neither the strengths nor the weaknesses of the treaty 
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received an intelligent or full discussion. Lodge had the votes, enor
mous public enthusiasm, and the support of a president who had just 
won the largest percentage of the popular vote that any president 
had received in American history. Only one senator voted against 
the treaty. 

What did the United States achieve with the Washington 
Conference treaties as ratified in 1922? First, the Five-Power Treaty 
averted a potentially expensive and possibly dangerous naval race in 
capital ships. Anglo-German competition at a lower numerical level 
had greatly added to the tensions that eventually exploded into the 
First World War. Second, the United States, through arms control, 
attained a better relationship with its major naval competitors at a 
lower, less expensive level than it would have achieved had it, and 
they, completed their building programmes. Third, the United States 
achieved a rough equality, but not parity, with Great Britain and a 
superiority over Japan that also restricted fortifications on Japanese 
islands (this did not include, of course, Japan proper). Fourth, it 
forced the termination of the bothersome, if not really threatening, 
Anglo-Japanese Alliance; Great Britain would no longer, either 
directly or indirectly, act as an ally of Japanese ambitions. Fifth, the 
Japanese, for the only time in the interwar period, withdrew from 
overseas areas in Shantung and Siberia. Sixth, in the Nine-Power 
Treaty the United States for the first time received formal treaty 
approval of its open-door policy. Seventh, Harding and Hughes took 
a naval programme that neither Congress nor the public wanted to 
continue and turned a potential weakness into a diplomatic asset. The 
Harding Administration took advantage of a propitious time in his
tory - the end of a major war, with an international desire for a 
cutback in weapons, and a Japanese Government willing to try 
cooperation rather than confrontation - to tie a popular naval arms 
control into a package that included political agreements advan
tageous to the United States. 

Weaknesses include: First, after the conference the Harding 
Administration, abandoning its original limited goals, oversold both 
itself and the American public on the accomplishments of the confer
ence. While indeed substantial, the Naval Treaty, for example, did 
not 'end, absolutely end, the race in competition in naval arma
ment'.24 A naval race in auxiliary ships, with cruiser construction as 
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the key point, immediately started when the Japanese and the British 
began large cruiser construction programmes. Second, the United 
States did not build up to treaty strength in capital ships; it did, 
however, complete the ten 7,000-ton Omaha class light cruisers from 
the 1916 programme and build eight 10,000-ton heavy cruisers by 
the end of the 1920s. As a result, in 1930 the United States did not 
have parity with Great Britain in capital ships (a careful reading of the 
Washington Treaty would reveal that such a result was not actually 
intended until 1942), and while Congress authorized 15 cruisers in 
1929, that programme was not near completion by the London 
Conference of 1930. In large part, the 1929 programme represented 
an angry response to the failure of the Geneva Conference of 1927, 
rather than any great desire to build. The presidents did not push for 
further construction funds, and Congress appeared in no mood to 
vote them (with the exception of the cruiser bill) even if asked. Third, 
there is at least some question as to the extent of funds saved by not 
completing the capital ships. It is a complex question, so far un
answered by any historian, for while it is true that funds were saved 
by not completing the 1916 programme, with its additional costs of 
maintaining, repairing, and staffing the resulting vessels in the 1920s, 
these were short-term savings. One could argue, in the long term, that 
these ships then had to be replaced in the late 1930s at a slightly 
higher cost. On the other hand, the later ships were more modern and 
powerful. Such costs as those involved in the cutting back or dosing 
of naval construction yards immediately after the Washington 
Conference, the loss of skilled workers, and the later reopening of the 
yards and training of new workers are important facets not yet taken 
into account. Annual naval appropriations in the 1920s hovered 
around $350 million, and did not significantly decrease or increase. 
Historian William R. Braisted wisely suggests that funds saved by not 
constructing the battleships were not so much saved as moved else
where to support the building of the two carriers and the growth of 
the Naval Air Arm.25 Fourth, the absence of verification procedures 
left the door ajar to small and large violations of both the spirit and 
the letter of the treaty; most major transgressions occurred in the 
1930s rather than the 1920s.26 Fifth, and quite importantly, 
American statesmen came to resent the actions of the other powers in 
building auxiliary ships beyond the 5:5:3 ratio as unfair, unsporting, 
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and contrary to the spirit of the Washington TreatyP The other 
powers, of course, had a perfect legal right to build, since the treaty 
did not include auxiliary ships. That bad feeling on the part of the 
Americans, much akin to the sort of resentment that resulted from the 
failure of the former allies to repay their First World War debts, 
intensified when several nations who had not paid back their war 
debts to the United States, such as Great Britain, France, and Italy, 
began to build all those auxiliary ships. 

Finally, and most importantly, a feeling, soon transformed into 
policy, came out of the conference that made the numbers 5:5:3 
sacred. This led to an American obsession with the idea that a large 
part of American security somehow resided in those magic numbers. 
Parity with Great Britain, and 40 per cent superiority over Japan, 
became an incantation that would ward off any potential disaster and 
which, by itself, would solve all problems. This obsession obscured 
the equal importance of political considerations. Few American 
leaders took notice of the changing political conditions in the Pacific 
or Asia. Presidents Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover, as we shall 
see, were both willing to accept arms control treaties at Geneva and 
London totally devoid of political arrangements; Hughes had not 
made that error. The political web that held the Washington structure 
together, unreinforced, under severe strain by 1930, soon broke. For 
that, American statesmen of the interwar period bear a heavy 
responsibility. 

In most respects the Washington 'system', in the sense that most 
political scientists and some historians have argued, never existed. 28 

The United States had limited goals. The American delegation had no 
design to establish even a regional system, let alone a new world 
order. The Harding Administration at the Washington Conference 
had an interest in attempting to solve specific, limited problems 
amenable to solution at that specific time in history when there 
existed a favourable political, economic, and military equilibrium. 
Harding's whole concept of an association of nations revolved 
around the idea of specific, voluntary conferences designed to solve 
immediate issues, not indefinite, vague ones reaching far into the 
future. None of the political arrangements made specific future com
mitments, except to talk and consult, on the part of the United States. 
The refusal to bind itself to future actions was, after all, the very 
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reason why the United States did not join the League of Nations in 
1919 or thereafter. 

n 
The succeeding naval conferences from 1927 to 1936 stand as monu
ments to the futility of seeking arms control without connecting 
political arrangements. None of the conference delegates practised 
the major political lessons of the Washington Conference, nor did 
they succeed even in reducing naval armaments or stopping construc
tion. On the part of the United States, the quest for parity with Great 
Britain became a parody, superiority over Japan an illusion, and 
increased security a chimera. 

President Calvin Coolidge attempted to expand the capital ship 
ratios to auxiliary ships at the Geneva Conference of 1927. Since, in 
the minds of the Americans, only one aspect mattered - the appli
cation of the 5:5:3 standard to cruisers, destroyers, and submarines, 
something that should require only minor technical adjustments -
naval experts rather than diplomats took the centre stage; political 
discussions stood outside the pale. The 'minor' naval adjustments, 
however, soon turned into a full-scale controversy between the 
United States and Great Britain over the number and size of cruisers 
(heavy: 10,000 tons, and light: 7,000 tons). Unknown to the 
Americans, Lord Balfour, the British delegate at the Washington 
Conference, had then had instructions that Great Britain, to protect 
its far-flung Empire, should not restrict the numbers of cruisers. 
Because of the French opposition to any numerical restrictions on 
auxiliary ships, the question of the number of cruisers did not come 
up at Washington, and the British did not have to reveal their 
position; nor did the Japanese. Within a few short years, however, 
both the British and Japanese had large cruiser programmes under 
way. The United States had not responded with similar cruiser con
struction programmes (although it had completed the ten Omahas, 
six-inch guns, 7,000 tons, from the 1916 programme); it hoped to 
stop that particular race at Geneva. Despite its lack of cruisers, and of 
an authorized, funded building programme, and despite the fact that 
the United States would have to build to raise itself to a 5:5:3 ratio, 
the American delegation pushed ahead with its demand for the ratio. 
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Since the British believed that they needed at least a combination of 
50 to 70 light and heavy cruisers and the United States found this 
completely unacceptable at a conference designed to reduce arma
ments and spending, not increase them, the conference failed to sign a 
treaty.29 The Japanese, who favoured the British position, remained 
quiet and let the British shoulder the blame for the failure. President 
Coolidge then asked Congress for authorization to build 15 10,000-
ton heavy cruisers armed with eight-inch guns, but with the stipula
tion that if another arms control conference materialized, the United 
States might suspend that programme. 30 

The torch of carrying on the Washington idea was then handed on 
to the Herbert Hoover Administration in 1929. There is little doubt 
that Hoover and his Secretary of State, Henry L. Stimson, wanted to 
extend the ratio to 5:5:3 in all categories and prevent as much 
building as possible. Both saw that hope as intimately linked to the 
just concluded Kellogg-Briand Pact. Hoover began preliminary dis
cussions with Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald of Great Britain. 
MacDonald promised 'parity in full measure' and then finalized plans 
for the London Conference of 1930.31 The United States went to 
London in a hopeful mood, only to run into a British hard line. The 
American delegates also discovered the difficulties of negotiating on 
arms control without large numbers of ships already in hand or close 
to completion, as both Great Britain and Japan had stolen a march on 
the United States with their auxiliary construction programmes. 

In the London Treaty of 1930, all five nations agreed to refrain 
from laying down the capital ship replacement tonnage (new con
struction replacing capital ships that according to the Washington 
Treaty would become overage from 1931 to 1936). The agreement 
also provided for a low level continuation of scrapping; the United 
States, Great Britain and Japan would demolish a total of nine capital 
ships. Critics argued that the resulting ratio for capital ship tonnage 
in 1936 would still rest below the desired 10:10:6 level. But if the 
major nations in 1936 applied the 20-year age limit of the 
Washington Treaty, ten of the 18 American capital ships would 
qualify as overage, as would 16 of the British 18 and five of the 
Japanese nine.32 All three of the major powers could then decide to 
build large numbers of capital ships; this, of course, would end naval 
arms control. 

In the category of auxiliary ships, both Great Britain and Japan 
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would retain their high ratios, which exceeded 5:5:3 for several 
years.33 France and Italy did not accept any limitations on auxiliary 
ships. To provide for the possibility of either France or Italy con
structing auxiliary fleets that might challenge the position of any 
(read Britain) of the three major signatories, the British insisted on the 
inclusion of an escalation clause. Designed to continue Great Britain's 
two-power standard in European waters, the clause specified that if 
France or Italy should build auxiliary ships that challenged the pos
ition of the three major naval powers, any one of the latter could then 
begin to construct ships to meet the challenge; if that one signatory 
power built, the other two signatory powers could then construct 
auxiliary ships with the same proportional increases. This clause 
clearly opened the possibility of almost unlimited building in auxili
ary ships. 

Again, no political arrangements marred the technical purity of the 
London Conference. As Senator David A. Reed, an American dele
gate at the gathering, later explained: 

We did not want any political arrangement whatsoever in the 
treaty ... we did not want the sovereign action of the United 
States to be limited by the future agreement of some other 
countries. It would be the old League of Nations business over 
again, and we were not going to get into it sideways or 
backwards. 34 

The treaty met a firestorm of opposition when President Hoover 
called a special session of Congress, in the heat of the unaircondi
tioned summer of 1930, to consider ratification. A struggle occurred 
in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, headed by Borah, who 
favoured the treaty, and Hiram Johnson, who spearheaded the oppo
sition. Hearings took place before both the Foreign Relations 
Committee and the Committee on Naval Affairs, and a long and 
sometimes bitter debate took place on the Senate floor. This time the 
naval establishment got ample opportunity to fire its salvos, which it 
had not had in 1922; almost all of the testimony, with the exception 
of that of Admiral William V. Pratt and Secretary of the Navy Charles 
F. Adams, attacked not only the London Treaty but the Washington 
Treaty. 

It is worth noting some of the vitriolic comments on the 
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Washington Treaty made by the opposing senators. Hiram Johnson 
found that Hughes and his fellow delegates in 1921 had acted 'egre
giously in error ... [and were] outrageously fooled'. 35 Harding had 
'made promises to the American people which were never fulfilled', 
charged Claude Swanson.36 Kenneth D. McKeller, with considerable 
hyperbole, concluded that 

there was never in all the history of time such a naval victory as 
Great Britain won over the United States in the naval victory of 
1922 at the Washington Conference. The sinking of the Armada 
was insignificant ... the battle of Trafalgar was of infinitesimal 
importance 

in comparison.37 The senator from Tennessee felt that 'Admirals' 
Hoover, Stimson, and Reed acted equally ineptly in the London 
Treaty when they ignored the advice of the General Board and agreed 
to further British and Japanese advances.38 

At the heart of the storm of criticism lay an enormous resentment 
and antagonism toward Great Britain that permeated the debate. In 
sum, critical admirals and senators concluded that the clever and 
unprincipled British had taken advantage of the less intelligent and 
more principled Americans both at Washington and at London. The 
British, they argued, had never had any intention of accepting parity 
with the Americans; not in 1921, not in 1930, not in 1936, not in 
1942, not ever. To American critics, when the British reduced the 
number of their capital ships, they then simply shifted their superior
ity to cruisers. When the United States tried to force cruiser parity on 
the British, the clever Admiralty, by restricting the majority of 
American cruisers to six-inch guns, had made sure that the British 
could arm all of their vast merchant fleet with those same six-inch 
guns and thus overwhelm the Americans with sheer numbers of 
armed merchant raiders. To many senators, the issue at stake centred 
around not just the number and size of cruisers, but the battle for 
world commerce. It further appeared to the senators that the 
Americans, not the British, had scrapped the ships and made the 
concessions. Ignoring the inconvenient fact that at London the 
American delegation had persuaded both the British and the Japanese 
to halt a large part of their auxiliary ship building until the United 
States got a chance to catch up, the critics even questioned the 
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integrity and abilities of two of their own senators (Reed, R. - Penn, 
and Joseph T. Robinson, D.- Arkansas) who had taken leading parts 
in negotiating the London Treaty.39 

Few of those senators present (about one-fourth to one-third of the 
Senate never did show up for the debates), whether in the ranks of the 
overwhelming number of supporters or of the small group of op
ponents, wanted to discuss the fact that no matter who won, 
Congress and the American taxpayers would have to come up with 
over a billion dollars' worth of naval construction even to reach the 
treaty levels. Damning Great Britain and Japan, and arguing over the 
technical details of different kinds of cruiser (heavy, light, six-inch or 
eight-inch) and whether they were more valuable as fleet auxiliaries 
or as convoyers of merchant ships, overshadowed any attempts at 
discussing or trying to understand the shifting world balance of 
power and its relation to naval arms control. Robert Wagner came 
closest to the truth when he said that the real issue in the Senate 
debate was neither political nor even technical over ratios; it was 
really between 'those who want big navies and those who desire 
bigger navies'.40 

Japan, it also appeared, had advanced its interests at the London 
Conference, when it had received approval from the United States 
and Great Britain to exceed the 10:10:6 ratio in auxiliary ships. The 
Japanese having taken that step in 1930, few doubted that at the next 
conference, scheduled for 1936, they would push for an equal ratio of 
capital ships with the United States and Great Britain. To head that 
off, more than one senator suggested that the American delegation 
should simply have told the Japanese at London that the no furthef 
fortification of Pacific islands clause would no longer apply if the 
Japanese exceeded the 10:10:6 ratio. If the Japanese could not accept 
that ratio, then the United States should revoke the fortification 
clause,41 but the Hoover Administration believed in a treaty at any 
price, and such a suggestion might well have broken up the con
ference. It might, however, have warned both the Japanese and 
the British of the limits of American cooperation, and had the 
London Conference then failed, as Geneva had in 1927, the United 
States would have had the option, under the terms of the Wash
ington Treaty, of calling another Washington meeting in 1931.42 The 
United States, having staked its position, might have faced a better 
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negottatmg situation, and a different world political scenario, and 
that might have forced a total reconsideration that brought back the 
ties between arms control and political arrangements. 

The London Treaty of 1930, despite strong attacks by navalists 
in the United States, Great Britain, and Japan, secured ratification 
in all three countries and set the stage for the final conference in 
London in 1936. By that time, arms control treaties were indeed 
fragile reeds. Japan had already given its two-year notice in 1934 
that it would leave the naval arrangements at the end of 1936, 
and also gave a similar warning on the League of Nations. 
Germany, which had signed the Anglo-German naval pact in 
1935, had thus joined the European side of the naval arrange
ments, at least in the short term, but both France and Italy 
believed that they could no longer restrict themselves any further, 
if for different reasons. 43 

When the five naval powers met for the last time in London in 
1936 no one, except the United States, wanted a continuation of 
the ratios. The British demonstrated the most flexibility when they 
called for an end to ratios and proposed instead that qualitative 
limits (involving the size of armaments and the total tonnage of 
individual types of ship by categories) become the standard rather 
than the ratio limits of the Washington Treaty. However, the 
Americans remained absolutely opposed, not only to the Japanese 
demands for parity, but basically to any increase in Japanese num
bers that did not fit the Washington Treaty ratios. The final treaty, 
not signed by Japan, limited new capital ships to 35,000 tons and 
not over 14-inch guns (with provision for an increase to a 16-inch 
limit). New aircraft carriers were not to exceed 23,000 tons, and a 
six-year holiday was declared on the building of heavy cruisers, 
subject to an escalator clause that would void that clause if the 
Japanese built large numbers of cruisers. They did. 44 It is perhaps 
superfluous to point out again that no political arrangements came 
out of the last London Conference as the ratio system on which the 
United States had spent so much time, hope, and energy quietly 
slipped beneath the seas. 
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III 

What long-term results came out of the Washington arrangements? 
Did the Washington treaties have an effect on or lead to the disaster 
at Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941? Was it also true of the 
Washington Conference that, as Will Rogers said, the United States 
had 'never lost a war and never won a conference' ?45 

The United States Government in 1921 sought limited, specific 
goals. No attempts to make the world safe for democracy, no steps 
to participate in or establish a world organization, and no pro
mises of the end of war, marred its initiation. The Harding 
Administration had specific, attainable goals in mind. Hughes 
wanted to stop or slow down the capital ship race with Great 
Britain and Japan at a level that would ensure American security 
against attack and also meet the public demand for a cut in naval 
expenditures which the Administration believed Congress would 
never support in the first place. The Secretary of State wanted to 
end the Anglo-Japanese Alliance which had operated to both Great 
Britain's and Japan's benefit in the Pacific and East Asia. He hoped 
to encourage the Japanese to understand that their interests were 
not threatened by the United States and that they would be better 
off in a mutual cooperation arrangement. And, finally, he sought 
to get the powers in China to agree formally to the American 
open-door policy. He largely succeeded in attaining the first three 
goals; the fourth, apparently achieved in the Nine-Power Treaty, 
proved a mistaken goal beyond the capacity of American power to 
achieve. 

Critics have argued that the United States gave up naval supremacy 
at the Washington Conference. This is nonsense; the United States, at 
best, gave up potential naval supremacy, not actual superiority. There 
is an enormous difference between actual and potential power. 
Potential superiority, in particular, assumes that America's competi
tors would allow her to become number one, and that both Congress 
and the American people would support the goal of a navy second to 
none. It took the Second World War to achieve that goal, at enor
mous cost in lives and funds. Hughes achieved a better relative ratio 
for the United States by not building, while restricting his competi
tors' programmes, than he would in all probability have secured by 
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building. The very essence of modern arms control is to achieve that 
perceived goal. 

Three presidential administrations chose not to build up to the 
treaty limits. While a desire not to spend funds on naval construction 
had strong public support, it is also true that the United States could 
have afforded to designate $100 million, or more, a year for the Navy 
above the approximately $350 million a year that was in fact spent in 
the 1920s. It was a matter of choice. The administrations and the 
public preferred to spend their funds elsewhere. The latter, for 
example, had spent about three billion dollars a year on alcohol 
consumption prior to prohibition; while prohibition cut the figure 
down appreciably, it is also safe to say that Americans continued to 
spend large sums of money on drinking. 46 Congress and the adminis
trations preferred to pay on the national debt and lower taxes. No 
serious threat of war loomed on the horizon. Without funds, and 
without more ships, diplomacy had to protect what non-existent 
naval forces could not. 

Hughes's major accomplishment resided in his use of arms control 
to support a political structure which in turn mutually strengthened 
the quest for arms control. To have dealt only with arms control 
would have required dealing only with the surface and not going 
beneath it to the antagonisms that had caused the nations to build the 
capital ships in the first place. To have dealt with the former and not 
the latter would eventually have jeopardized the security of all con
cerned. Arms control by itself cannot provide a permanent structure 
because the political structure is constantly shifting and changing, 
always in transition. Hughes had recognized this; those who followed 
did not. 

The Washington treaties, encompassing necessary first steps in an 
auspicious detente of pragmatic advantage and reciprocity, offered 
tangible political and naval advantages to every group at the 
Washington Conference. Each nation gained something at the confer
ence in exchange for giving up something else. The reduction of 
military and political tension purchased breathing space, but no one, 
neither the United States nor the other powers, took advantage of it to 
solve other areas of conflict, let alone shore up the existing structure. 
It was foolish to hope that any temporary settlement, designed as only 
the first step, would in itself prove permanent. Never adequately 
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politically reinforced, in time the Washington political and naval 
settlement, weakened by the American quest for technical ratios to 
the exclusion of political goals, died a slow, but sure death in the 
subsequent conferences. 
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From Washington to London: 
The Imperial Japanese Navy and 
the Politics of Naval Limitation, 

1921-1930 

SADAO ASADA 

The decade of the 1920s seemed a tranquil era of arms limitation 
defined by the three naval conferences: at Washington in 1921-22, 
Geneva in 1927, and London in 1930.1 Within the Japanese Navy, 
however, there was strong and growing opposition among officers, 
particularly those on the Naval General Staff, to the policy of arms 
limitation pursued by the leadership of the Navy Ministry. This 
essay examines, on the basis of the hitherto unused Japanese naval 
record, 2 the hidden moves and countermoves in the years after the 
Washington Conference that climaxed in a violent collision within 
Japanese naval circles in 1930 over the London Naval Treaty. In 
short, it examines the Japanese side of the 'prelude to Pearl 
Harbor'. 3 

Japanese Naval Traditions 

The Five-Power Treaty of the Washington Conference, signed 
on 6 February 1922, met with a chilly, often hostile reception 
from professional Navy men among all the signatories, but none 
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harboured as great an antipathy and indignation as those in the 
Japanese Navy. For them the Washington Treaty, 'imposing' on 
Japan an 'inferior ratio' of 60 per cent in capital ships (battleships) 
vis-a-vis the United States and Great Britain, was nothing short of 
a total negation of their naval traditions, which went back to 
1907, the year in which an 'Imperial National Defence Policy' was 
sanctioned by the highest council of the state. By this time the 
Navy's views had been formulated into the following basic guide
lines: ( 1) the need for a 70 per cent naval ratio as a strategic 
imperative; (2) its corollary, a building plan for an 'eight-eight 
fleet' (consisting of eight battleships and eight battle cruisers); and 
(3) the conception of the United States as the Japanese Navy's 
'hypothetical enemy'. These doctrines were of course interrelated, 
and the abandonment of the first guideline at the Washington 
Conference jeopardized the other two. Therefore, a brief discussion 
of these doctrines will be in order here as a background for under
standing Japanese naval policy during the 1920s. 

The idea of a 70 per cent ratio as Japan's minimum defence 
requirement vis-a-vis the United States rested on the premise that the 
approaching enemy armada would need a margin of at least 50 per 
cent superiority over the defending fleet. This spelled a 70 per cent 
ratio for the Japanese Navy.4 To the Japanese Navy, therefore, the 
seemingly minor difference between 60 and 70 per cent made the 
difference between victory and defeat. The great importance it 
attached to this issue explains the tenacity with which Japan 
demanded a 70 per cent ratio at the three naval conferences during 
the 1920s. This ratio that assured Japan of 'a strength insufficient to 
attack and adequate for defense' was believed to be imperative as 
deterrent to the United States. The idea of a 70 per cent ratio, 
reinforced by war games and manoeuvres in the Pacific, was in time 
crystallized into a firmly held consensus - even an obsession - within 
the Japanese Navy. 

The conception of the United States as the Navy's 'hypothetical 
enemy' had first appeared in the Imperial National Defence Policy of 
1907. At that time, however, it amounted to little more than a 
'budgetary enemy' - a convenient pretext for demanding greater 
building appropriations. This manner of defining a 'hypothetical 
enemy' reflected the dictum of Alfred T. Mahan, who once wrote that 
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the standard of naval preparedness should take into account 'not the 
most probable of dangers, but the most formidable'. 5 Similarly, 
Japanese naval strategists defined their 'hypothetical enemy' as 'any 
one power, whether friendly or hostile, that can confront Japan with 
the greatest force of arms'. 6 

By the time the Imperial National Defence Policy was revised 
in June 1918, an increasing number of Japanese naval officers had 
come to regard the United States as more than a mere 'standard 
for armaments'. Japanese-American relations had seriously 
deteriorated as Japan took advantage of the First World War to 
pursue a frankly expansionist policy in China and Siberia, and 
as the United States attempted to contain Japan. More fuel was 
added by the revival of the anti-Japanese movement in California. 
Against this backdrop the conviction grew in the Naval General 
Staff that 'the rival nation with which a clash of interests is most 
probable - in other words, the potential enemy - is the United 
States'.7 

However, Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo8 declared at a cabinet 
meeting on 26 July 1917 that it was 'from the viewpoint of naval 
armaments that America is regarded as hypothetical enemy number 
one'.9 Kato's statement, in line with the traditional conception of a 
'budgetary enemy', is to be understood as an expression of Japan's 
effort to maintain a naval balance with the United States, which had 
ambitious plans for a navy 'second to none'. And the 'eight-eight 
fleet' plan was Japan's attempt to cope with the American building 
programme. 

As early as 1917 the Japanese Navy seems to have acquired fairly 
accurate information about the emerging war plan (Plan Orange) of 
the United States Navy. In October 1920 Tokyo obtained a copy of 
a confidential war plan jointly drafted by three brilliant young 
planners -.Harry E. Yarnell, Holloway H. Frost, and William S. Pye 
- outlining the operations for a transpacific offensive. From such 
intelligence reports the Japanese Naval General Staff gathered that 
the American Navy required at least a three-to-two superiority over 
japan in order to advance its main fleet to the western Pacific and 
cut off Japan's vital seaborne traffic for an economic blockade that 
would lead to final victory.10 To counter such a Pacific strategy the 
Japanese Navy spelled out in more detail its war plans in the Outline 
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of Strategy that accompanied the 1918 Imperial National Defence 
Policy. It stipulated that after having captured the American naval 
base in Luzon in the initial phase of hostilities, the Japanese fleet 
must 'intercept' the approaching American fleet in the western 
Pacific and annihilate it in an all-out 'decisive encounter' recalling 
the Battle of Tsushima. 11 

Offensive operations, early engagement of the enemy in a main 
encounter, and a quick and decisive showdown - these were to 
remain the precepts of Japanese naval strategy throughout the 1920s 
and beyond, and they had a definite Mahanian stamp. Indeed, 
Admiral Kato Kanji, one of the key naval figures and a dogged 
opponent of the Washington Naval Treaty, may well have had 
Mahan in mind when he took special note of the fact that 'the 
Japanese navy's studies on strategy tallied exactly with their 
American counterparts'. It was only natural, he explained, that 

strategic planning in any nation, even that bearing on the most 
secret aspects of national defence, should lead to identical con
clusions if based on the same premises and reliable data ... This 
is precisely the reason why the United States tries to impose a 
60 per cent ratio on us and we consistently demand a 70 per cent 
ratio. 

The universality of Mahan's doctrines was acknowledged by Fleet 
Admiral Togo Heihachiro, the hero of the Battle of Tsushima and 
the venerated naval Genro during the 1920s. In 1918 he wrote: 
'I express my deep and cordial reverence for his [Mahan's] far
reaching knowledge and judgement'Y 

Japan's apparent success in adopting Mahan's teachings caused an 
alarmed reaction in American naval circles. For example, William 
Howard Gardiner of the Navy League wrote to Admiral William S. 
Sims in 1920-21: 

I'll warrant every Japanese flag officer knows them [Mahan's sea 
power series]. . .. Mahan is a perfect guide book to the imperial 
policy of Japan. 

What particularly worried Gardiner was that Japan was systemati
cally applying Mahan's 'principles of overseas expansion' to con
ditions in the Pacific. 13 
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It was precisely because of these shared naval doctrines that a 
fundamental conflict arose and intensified over the formula of naval 
limitation. This essay, then, is predicated on two general assump
tions: first, that the technical-professional precepts of Japan's naval 
planners did not exhibit any peculiarities owing to its national 
psychology or culture, 14 and, second, that the political process of 
formulating naval policy - particularly with respect to arms limi
tation - was heavily influenced by the Japanese mode of decision
making, organizational set-up, and factionalism. 

The Washington Conference 

Taking account of the developments of the First World War, the 
Imperial National Defence Policy, revised in 1918, stipulated that 'the 
determination and preparations for enduring a long drawn-out war 
will be required' .15 What kind of armaments would Japan need in this 
new age of total war? The fundamental conflict of views over this 
question was at the heart of the dissension within the Japanese Navy 
over arms limitation. 

The 'battle of the two Katos' at the Washington Conference, with 
all its drama and human poignancy, has been narrated elsewhere; a 
summary account of their respective positions should suffice here. 16 

Cognizant of the new realities of total war, Navy Minister Kato 
Tomosaburo held that no amount of armament would be adequate 
unless it was backed up by overall national strength, whose essence 
consisted in industrial and commercial power. Squarely facing 
Japan's limitations in this respect, he concluded that it would have to 
be content with 'a peacetime armament commensurate with its 
national strength'. 17 Kato Tomosaburo had arrived at this broad view 
of national defence as a Cabinet member participating in the formu
lation of national policy since 1915. 

In sharp contrast, Vice-Admiral Kato Kanji, representing staff and 
line officers, gave the highest priority to military-strategic consider
ations, and the particular 'lessons' that he drew from the First World 
War were markedly different. He held that the United States, with 
its 'huge wealth, resources, and gigantic industrial power', could 
speedily turn its war potential into actual fighting forces once 
hostilities broke out. Hence it could meet its security needs with 
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peacetime preparations on a par with a 'have-not' nation like Japan. 
Conversely, Japan required a large peacetime armament. Another 
'important lesson' of the First World War, he held, was the need to 
bring about a decisive encounter early in the war; failure to do so 
would turn the conflict into a drawn-out war of economic attrition, to 
Japan's disadvantage. 18 Thus the Japanese Navy faced the dilemma 
of 'expecting' any future war to be a prolonged one while at the same 
time realizing that its chance of victory rested on a quick showdown. 
This predicament prompted Japan to accelerate its naval build-up, 
and this in turn aggravated the vicious circle of the arms race in 
the Pacific. 

It was Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo - the architect of the 
'eight-eight fleet' plan - who was the first to recognize that this 
programme was destined to be a paper plan. In 1919-1921 Japan 
was chafing under a postwar recession. At the budget subcommittee 
of the Diet in February 1919, Kato frankly admitted: 'Even if we 
should try to compete with the United States, it is a foregone con
clusion that we are simply not up to it'. 19 He knew very well that a 
continued naval race with the United States spelled financial ruin for 
Japan. For Kato, hoping for a convenient occasion to halt the danger
ous armaments race, the invitation to the Washington Conference 
must have seemed a godsend. 20 

As was to be expected, however, violent objections came from the 
Navy men in charge of operational matters. An important 'resolution' 
of the special committee on arms limitation, submitted to Navy 
Minister Kato in late July 1921, categorically stated that Japan 
'absolutely requires a naval ratio of 70 per cent or above vis-a-vis the 
American Navy', thus reconfirming the Navy's longstanding consen
sus about its security requirement. 21 Kato simply ignored this posi
tion paper because he was determined to maintain a completely free 
hand in his negotiations at Washington. He had been appointed as 
chief of the Japanese delegation because Prime Minister Hara Kei 
believed that this naval leader was the only individual capable of 
restraining the Navy's demands; civilian delegates would simply be 
unequal to the task. 22 Paradoxically, Kato- the Navy Minister and 
an Admiral on active duty- was expected to exercise 'civilian' control 
by proxy. 

At Washington Kato was prepared to take a flexible position. He 
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felt that the question of America's advance bases in the Philippines 
and Guam was more crucial to Pacific strategy than hairsplitting 
bargains over fleet ratios. Even so, he was 'dumbfounded' by the 
dramatic Hughes proposal at the opening session of the conference, 
offering an itemized plan for the drastic reduction of capital ship 
strength according to the ratio of 10:10:6 for the United States, 
Britain, and Japan. Kato at once decided that Japan had no choice but 
to accept it. His was an 'intuitive decision' aimed first and foremost at 
improving Japanese-American relations. Defining security in broad 
terms, he held that 'avoidance of war with America through diploma
tic means is the essence of national defence'. The prudent course, 
then, was to accept the American proposal and stop the risky naval 
competition. 23 Kato thus subordinated military-strategic needs, how
ever imperative, to higher political considerations. In return for the 
status quo regarding fortifications in the Philippines and Guam, he 
accepted the 60 per cent ratio in capital ships. 

This decision was vehemently resisted by Vice-Admiral Kato Kanji, 
the chief naval expert in the Japanese delegation. Being a typical 'sea 
warrior' of the blue water school, he adamantly opposed any 
compromise and pressed for a 70 per cent ratio from a strategic 
standpoint. His view was reinforced by the doctrine of 'the equality of 
armament' and 'points of national honour'. He held that Japan, as a 
sovereign nation, was inherently entitled to parity- a 'ratio of 10:1 0'. 
Thus viewed, the 70 per cent ratio already represented Japan's maxi
mum concession. 24 

Further, Kato Kanji saw behind America's proposal an 'unreason
able' demand to freeze the status quo and to 'deprive the Imperial 
Navy of its supremacy in the Far East', substituting America's own 
'hegemony'. The United States, he felt, was 'dictating' an 'unequal 
treaty' to Japan. Embittered to see the British delegates aligning with 
the Americans, Kato Kanji warned that submission to 'Anglo
American oppression' would not only be an 'unbearable humiliation', 
but also result in 'the most serious threat' to Japan's security.25 

These views were, of course, contrary to those held by Kato 
Tomosaburo. He wired to Tokyo that 'Anglo-American coercion 
is a fantasy which has never even occurred to us delegates 
in Washington'.26 The senior Kato, a controlling figure who exer
cised charismatic leadership, simply defied any challenge from his 
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subordinates. He did meet Kanji's violent opposition with cogent 
arguments, but when these proved unavailing, he forcefully overruled 
and silenced the junior Kato. 

The relentless Kanji, however, attempted to subvert his chief's 
decision: going behind Tomosaburo's back, he disregarded the 
regular procedure and directly ordered the telegraph officer to wire to 
the Naval General Staff his dissenting views, drafted by his confidant, 
Captain Suetsugu Nobumasa.27 Such backstairs machinations did not 
confuse or mislead the naval authorities in Tokyo. With his usual 
foresight, the senior Kato had already wired them through a direct 
pipeline to his Vice-Minister, Ide Kenji, and obtained the approval of 
the Government and the naval Genro, especially Fleet Admiral Togo, 
for his decision to accept the 60 per cent ratio. At the Washington 
end, the only officer who was permitted to handle these 'top secret 
dispatches' was Captain Nomura Kichisaburo, the senior Kato's 
devoted aide.28 

The most notable feature of Kato's decision-making style was the 
extent to which he ignored or commanded his unruly subordinates at 
Washington. Such a mode of policy-making, quite unusual in Japan 
where consensus-building is the norm, was especially effective in 
coping with a crisis situation, which Kato saw in the ongoing naval 
race. In short, it was triumph of 'rational decision-making' over 
'bureaucratic politics'. 29 

On the other hand, there was the drawback of overburdening an 
individual leader. Already suffering from cancer of the colon, Kato 
had to endure enormous strains that were to shorten his life. Another 
disadvantage was that no matter how powerful a leader he was, his 
individualized decision-making went against the strongly held bur
eaucratic norms of the naval establishment and was destined sooner 
or later to fail. As 'the battle of the two Katos' showed, the senior 
Kato did squash the junior Kato's spirited opposition, but the latter 
remained unreconciled to the 60 per cent ratio. On the day Japan 
accepted the 60 per cent ratio, Kato Kanji was seen shouting, with 
tears of chagrin in his eyes, 'As far as I am concerned, war with 
America starts now. We'll get our revenge over this, by God!'30 Thus 
the political decision to accept the compromise settlement failed to 
take root in Japan's subsequent naval policy; on the contrary, the 
reaction from naval men, if anything, reinforced their obsession with 
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the 70 per cent ratio and their notion of the United States as the 
hypothetical, even inevitable, enemy. 

Foreseeing some such development, Kato Tomosaburo had already 
begun during the Washington Conference to contemplate drastic 
institutional reforms, including 'a system of civilian navy ministers'. 
Apparently he had been contrasting the Anglo-American type of 
civilian control with Japan's anomalous system, which imposed on 
him, a full Admiral and Navy Minister, the onerous task of going 
against the organizational mission of the service that he himself 
headed. The second institutional reform Kato had in mind was firmly 
to subordinate the Naval General Staff to the Navy Minister.31 Did 
Kato already foresee the collision between the Navy and the 
Government, as well as an internal conflict between the Navy 
Ministry and the Naval General Staff, that ensued from the 1930 
London Naval Conference? 

At the time of the Washington Conference no clear pattern of 
internal conflict had emerged between the Navy Ministry and the 
Naval General Staff. Yet it is significant that the 'intractable' rebels 
against the Washington Naval Treaty centred in the Naval General 
Staff; these 'hot blooded' junior officers were the disciples of Kato 
Kanji and Captain Suetsugu. And the latter now occupied a key post 
as chief of the Operations Section of the Naval General Staff. 

Turning to the Naval Ministry, officers who had faithfully sup
ported Kato Tomosaburo - Captain Nomura, Commander Hori 
Teikichi, and Captain Yamanashi Katsunoshin- all occupied Navy 
Ministry posts. These men, as self-conscious 'heirs' of Kato Tomosa
buro, remained firmly committed during the 1920s and beyond to 
what has come to be called 'the Washington Treaty system' .32 

The conventional interpretation (to which the present writer has 
contributed in the past) holds that the senior Kato's views of national 
security and naval limitation were handed down through these 'heirs' 
as 'naval orthodoxy' into the 1920s and 1930s. When viewed in the 
context of the foregoing analysis, however, quite a different picture 
emerges. After all, was it not Kato Tomosaburo himself who aban
doned the three basic guidelines of the Imperial Japanese Navy since 
1907- a 70 per cent ratio, the 'eight--eight fleet' plan, and the notion 
of the United States as the 'hypothetical enemy'? Rather, it was Kato 
Kanji and his followers in the Naval General Staff and the fleets who 
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would soon claim to occupy the 'mainstream' of the Japanese naval 
establishment by denouncing the Washington Treaty. 

From Washington to Geneva, 1922-1927 

Appointed Prime Minister in June 1922, Kato Tomosaburo served 
concurrently as Navy Minister for nearly a year. His immediate task 
was to implement the Washington treaties, but the more difficult 
problems were the Navy's institutional reforms and the revision of 
the Imperial National Defence Policy to accord with the new course 
he had set at Washington. But alas, his health, so severely taxed at 
Washington, failed him at this critical juncture, and his premature 
death was to doom all but the first of these tasks to failure. 

Drastic personnel retrenchment, necessitated by the naval re
ductions, caused even greater discontent among naval men than the 
scrapping of ships, built and under construction. Still greater was the 
shock administered by the sharp cut in enrolment at the Naval 
Academy: the entering class of 1922 numbered less than one-fihh of 
the previous class. The demoralizing effects were profound. (It was no 
accident that three of the young officers later to be involved in the 
'May 15 [assassination] Incident' of 1932 came from the classes that 
had acutely felt this impact.) 

The second task of institutional reform had little chance of success. 
Kato Kanji, who had been promoted to Vice-Chief of the Naval 
General Staff in May 1922, was of course absolutely opposed to any 
system of civilian Navy Ministers. In the end, Kato Tomosaburo's 
reform plan backfired: it simply provoked the Naval General Staff 
into taking preemptive action. 

This is seen in the third and most important task, revision of the 
Imperial National Defence Policy. It was only after the Navy and 
Army General Staffs had reached an agreement on the new national 
defence policy that they 'consulted' the ailing Kato Tomosaburo, who 
had no choice but to give his reluctant consent. 33 

Officially sanctioned in February 1923, the revised national 
defence policy negated the senior Kato's basic principle of 'avoidance 
of war with America' and instead adopted the junior Kato's notion of 
inevitable war. This document singled out the United States as the 
common 'hypothetical enemy' number one for both the Navy and the 
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Army (which had hitherto placed priority on Russia). Its underlying 
perception of the international situation went directly counter to the 
views of the senior Kato and the liberal diplomat Shidehara Kijuro, 
soon to become Foreign Minister, who envisaged an era of peaceful 
cooperation under the Washington Treaty system. The new national 
defence policy of 1923 saw the East Asian scene as still riddled with 
'sources of conflict'. 

The United States, following a policy of economic invasion in 
China, menaces the position of our Empire and threatens to 
exceed the limits of our endurance. . . . The longstanding 
embroilments, rooted in economic problems and racial preju
dice [discrimination against Japanese immigrants], are ex
tremely difficult to solve .... Such being the Asiatic policy of 
the United States, sooner or later a clash with our Empire will 
become inevitable.34 

The main motifs of economic determinism and a fatalistic belief in 
the coming of war with America unmistakably bore Kato Kanji's 
stamp, with his peculiarly narrow and ethnocentric perspective on the 
external world. For him the United States was the arch-antagonist 
with whom hostilities were unavoidable 'in the near future'. It is an 
irony of history that such an idea was officially adopted in the top
level policy document just when the Washington Naval Treaty made 
it strategically infeasible for either navy to wage offensive warfare 
across the Pacific. 

The background of these developments was the remarkable ascen
dancy of Kato Kanji in the Naval General Staff. Outweighing his 
mild-mannered chief, Admiral Yamashita Gentaro, he wielded such 
great power that he 'often tended to overwhelm the administrative 
branch [the Navy Ministry]'.35 Kato Tomosaburo's untimely death in 
August 1923, removing effective control over the insurgent elements, 
caused a crack in the Washington Treaty system as far as the Japanese 
Navy was concerned. 

Significantly, the profound effect of Kato Tomosaburo's death on 
Japanese-American relations was seen most clearly by the American 
Admiral William V. Pratt, whose exertions on behalf of naval limi
tation had placed him 'outside the mainstream of navy opinion'.36 

Upon hearing about Kato's death, a 'greatly shocked' Pratt hastened 
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to send his old friend, Rear-Admiral Nomura Kichisaburo, a long and 
moving letter of condolence: 

I feel that not only Japan lost one of the greatest broad minded 
men but that we in the United States have lost a sincere friend 
and a man who understands us far better than the average man 
can .... 

During the course of the conference in Washington I watched 
Baron Kato very closely; I wanted, if possible, to find out the 
kind of a man he was .... I became thoroughly convinced in my 
mind at that tim~ that Baron Kato was one of the finest, biggest, 
and most courteous gentlemen that I ever had the honor of 
meeting. I felt that so long as he [Kato T omosaburo] had the 
direction of affairs in his hands no misunderstanding could arise 
between your country and mine which could not be settled 
through amicable arrangements. 37 

The succeeding Navy Minister, Takarabe Takeshi - who served 
from 1923 to 1927 (excepting a short interval) and again during 1929 
to 1930 - simply did not possess the kind of charismatic leadership 
qualities, broad internationalist outlook, and powerful personality 
that distinguished Kato Tomosaburo. Nor would Takarabe pursue 
Kato's policies. With Kato's towering presence gone, the vagaries of 
bureaucratic politics and 'competition among mediocrities' came to 
the fore. 

For his part, Kato Kanji had been building up a cohesive faction. 
He and Suetsugu cultivated a strong following among 'hot-blooded 
young officers' in the Naval General Staff. In the Navy Ministry, 
Vice-Minister Abo Kiyokazu (1924-25) and Osumi Mineo (1925-
28) were Kato's close allies and were the opponents of the 
Washington Naval Treaty.38 It was against the background of such a 
factional alignment that policy regarding naval limitation unfolded in 
the mid-1920s. 

As early as 1923 the Japanese Navy had come to expect that sooner 
or later the United States would propose a second naval conference, 
this time to halt the incipient race in the auxiliary vessels - cruisers, 
destroyers, and submarines - which were not restricted under the 
Washington Treaty. To prepare for it, the Navy's committee on arms 
limitation drafted a careful policy study. Appropriately enough, this 
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report began with a discussion of the 'Lessons of the Washington 
Conference', and it clearly reflected Kato Kanji's views.39 

The major lesson was that Japan's 'failure' at Washington was 
largely due to inadequate preparation. In anticipation of a second 
conference, therefore, Japan must establish 'a firm, concrete, and 
clear-cut policy' well in advance and demand preliminary negotia
tions with the other participating powers so as to obtain prior recog
nition of Japan's demands. The second 'lesson' was that its position 
must be publicized at home in order to 'educate, unify, and firm up' 
domestic public opinion behind the delegates. This was a point 
particularly stressed by Kato Kanji: he bitterly recalled how he had 
been 'handicapped' by the lack of domestic support at the time of the 
Washington Conference. The third 'lesson' was that 'the utmost 
caution must be taken never again to be confronted by joint Anglo
American coercion'. 

The Japanese Navy took it for granted that the American aim in 
calling a second conference would be to extend the Washington ratios 
of 10:10:6 to auxiliary vessels as well. Of course, the Japanese Navy 
was 'absolutely opposed' to such a formula. As to the all-important 
ratio question, the report stated that Japan would be justified in first 
proposing the 'principle of parity' (10:10), but, anticipating Anglo
American opposition, that it would be prepared to 'compromise' with 
an 80 per cent ratio. Such a conference strategy again reflected the 
thinking of Kato Kanji, an advocate of 'the right of equality'. This line 
of argument was conside.red to be particularly applicable to auxiliary 
vessels, which the United States with its huge industrial might could 
build rapidly and in large numbers once hostilities started. However, 
the recommendation for an 80 per cent ratio was rejected by those 
committed to the long-standing policy of a 70 per cent ratio, and the 
latter 'orthodox policy' was to be steadfastly pursued by the Japanese 
Navy thereafter.40 

The final point raised by the committee's report was the timing of 
the next conference. It would be to Japan's advantage if it could 
synchronize with the completion of its current 'auxiliary replacement 
plan' in fiscal 1928. Anxious to secure a vantage ground at the next 
conference, the Naval General Staff urged an acceleration in the 
current building programme.41 

What was most noteworthy about this programme was the great 



160 THE WASHINGTON CONFERENCE 

stress placed on the number of large submarines. The effort to break 
the strategic deadlock in the Pacific under the Washington Treaty had 
resulted in major innovations in Japan's naval technology and 
strategic planning. A new feature added to the Outline of Strategy 
(accompanying the 1923 version of the Imperial National Defence 
Policy) was an 'attrition strategy' that was to precede the 'interceptive 
operations'. This strategy assigned to large, high-speed submarines 
the important mission of wearing down the enemy's main fleet on its 
transpacific passage. In addition to patrolling and defending the 
western Pacific, the submarine squadrons were to engage in relentless 
attacks on the enemy's approaching main fleet. It was Rear-Admiral 
Suetsugu who worked out this strategy, as commander of the First 
Submarine Squadron in 1923-25.42 

As the radius of action and line of naval defence had been extended 
for both navies by rapid advances in technology and weaponry, war 
plans began to take more concrete shape on both sides of the Pacific 
in the mid-1920s. The Japanese Navy hypothesiz.ed, correctly, that 
America's main fleet would in all probability advance by the central 
route from Pearl Harbor to the Gilbert Islands, Guam, and then 
Manila Bay. On this transoceanic passage the American forces would 
try first to seize the intervening islands under Japanese mandate- the 
Marshall and Caroline Islands - and then carry their offensive into 
Japan's home waters.43 It was on such a scenario that Japan's 'inter
ceptive operations' were predicated. 

There was, however, considerable speculation among Japanese 
planners as to America's timing in sending its main fleet to the 
western Pacific. The dominant view in the Naval General Staff held 
that the Japanese capture of the Philippines would so provoke the 
American people as to compel immediate dispatch of their main fleet 
to relieve Manila.44 Unaware of the ambivalence in American naval 
thinking in this regard, Kato Kanji observed: 

The fundamental guideline of American strategy is the principle 
of the quick-and-decisive battle. It is bent on promptly forcing 
an encounter with the Japanese fleet and deciding the issue in 
one stroke.45 

However, there were those in the Japanese Navy who questioned 
whether the American Navy would begin 'a quick westward dash 
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without full preparations'. What if the United States chose to hold 
back its main fleet until it had secured overwhelming strength and the 
essential logistic support? In that case, Japanese efforts to keep up the 
naval ratio vis-a-vis the United States would all come to naught. 

To overcome such strategic weaknesses, Kato Kanji, appointed 
Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet in December 1926, 
ordered his fleet to conduct relentless night drills. Such were the risks 
involved that a double collision of four cruisers occurred one moon
less night in August 1927, resulting in 120 casualties. After this 
disaster Admiral Kato grimly addressed the assembled commanders: 
'We must devote ourselves more and more to this kind of drill, to 
which our navy has applied all its energies ever since the acceptance 
of the 10:10:6 ratio'. This was language calculated to inflame anti
pathy to the Washington Naval Treaty. The mounting indignation 
with the 60 per cent ratio had crystallized into the conviction that 
'only through these hard drills can we expect to beat America!'46 

On the other hand, the United States Navy may, however unwitt
ingly, have added to such antagonism in Japanese naval circles. 
During the first half of 1925, Admiral Robert E. Coontz, 
Commander-in-Chief of the United States Fleet, led 56 vessels (in
cluding 12 battleships of the Battle Fleet) on a spectacular cruise to 
Australia and New Zealand.47 Their manoeuvres, on an unprece
dented scale, provoked Kato Kanji and his subordinates, who took 
them to be 'a naked demonstration of American naval buildup 
against Japan' and a full dress rehearsal for a transpacific offensive.48 

The discontent which had been building up among fleet officers 
ever since the Washington Conference found hyperbolic expression in 
a letter of protest written later by Admiral Yamamoto Eisuke (not to 
be confused with Yamamoto Isoroku), who was to be the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet at the time of the 1930 
London Naval Conference. As the nation's 'first line of defence', he 
protested, the fleet was engaged day and night in relentless exercises 
to overcome deficient armaments, but the top leaders of the Navy 
Ministry were all too ready to make 'political compromises' when 
confronted with budgetary problems, seemingly oblivious to the ser
ious defects in armaments they brought about. These 'moderate 
leaders' in Tokyo had 'come to resemble civilian desk officers rather 
than real sailor-warriors'. Venting his 'violent resentment', Admiral 
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Yamamoto traced this 'deplorable' condition to the Washington 
Conference, Kato Tomosaburo's 'despotic' rule, and his 'emascula
tion' of the Navy.49 

Such strong sentiments bespoke a deep split that had come to 
plague the Japanese Navy. The late 1920s saw the confluence of two 
undercurrents that had been building up ever since the Washington 
Conference. First, there was rivalry and antipathy between the 'fleet 
faction' led by Kato Kanji and the 'administrative faction' adhering to 
Kato Tomosaburo's legacy of naval limitation. The latter occupied 
some of the key posts in the Navy Ministry. 

Second, there was a growing sense of crisis, among fleet officers and 
the Naval General Staff, concerning the 'grave defects in national 
defence' caused by the policy of naval limitation pursued by the 
'administrative faction'. The conflict along organizational lines would 
suddenly explode over the London Naval Treaty of 1930. Previous to 
this culmination, however, Japan participated in a second naval 
conference, at Geneva. 

The Geneva Naval Conference, 1927 

When the American invitation to the Geneva Conference came in 
February 1927, the Japanese Government, headed by Wakatsuki 
Reijiro, decided to participate because it put a premium on the 
political necessity of cooperating with the United States. Japan's reply 
stated that it would be happy to join a conference 'calculated to 
complete the work of the Washington Conference'. To this phrasing 
the Navy registered stiff opposition, objecting to the American plan 
to apply the Washington ratios of 10:10:6 to auxiliary vessels. In the 
end, however, the Navy unwillingly acquiesced in the Government's 
decision.50 Thus a head-on collision with the United States seemed 
unavoidable. 

As it turned out, the entire parley at Geneva was so plagued with 
Anglo-American differences over the question of cruiser types and 
tonnage that Japanese-American conflict never came to the surface. 
The civilian delegate Ishii Kikujiro later reflected: 'Had the negotia
tions continued for a little while longer, at the least a violent contro
versy with America over the ratio issue would have become 
inescapable'. This is corroborated by Commander Nomura Naokuni, 
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a naval member of the delegation: 'Although Japan had taken a very 
rigid stand [on the ratio issue], Anglo-American antagonism so domi
nated the conference that it broke up without going into the issues at 
stake with Japan'.51 As far as the Japanese Navy was concerned, 
therefore, the historical significance of the Geneva Conference was 
that it amounted to a preliminary skirmish with the United States, a 
prelude to the major confrontation at the London Naval Conference 
of 1930. Since there exists no study of the Japanese Navy and the 
Geneva Naval Conference, the subject deserves to be treated here in 
some detail. 52 

The general instructions given to the Japanese delegates contained 
no specific mention of the ratio matter, but the instructions handed to 
the chief naval adviser, Vice-Admiral Kobayashi Seizo, revealed that 
the naval authorities in Tokyo maintained a rigid stand on the 70 per 
cent ratio. However, the chief delegates- Admiral Saito Makoto and 
the veteran diplomat Ishii - interpreted the 70 per cent formula rather 
flexibly, as 'a mere criterion for negotiations', and not as a 'strict 
mathematical figure absolutely required for national defence'.53 As 
had been the case at the Washington Conference, much would 
depend on the head delegate- his personality, quality of leadership, 
and international outlook. 

The great importance that Prime Minister Wakatsuki attached to 
the success of the forthcoming conference, rendered all the more 
urgent by the financial crisis of March 1927, is clear from his selec
tion of Admiral Saito as head delegate; one-time Navy Minister and 
the incumbent Governor-General of Korea, he was regarded as 'a 
great figure of superdreadnought caliber'.54 The move to appoint 
Saito greatly alarmed Kato Kanji, then Commander-in-Chief of the 
Combined Fleet. He hastened to write Saito a long, presumptuous 
letter, urging him to withdraw 'his acceptance. Kato invoked the 
'bitter lesson' of the Washington Conference. 'From the navy's stand
point', Kato opined, 'it is undesirable to appoint a great naval figure 
as the chief delegate to discuss naval questions'. Obviously, what 
Kato feared was that an 'admiral-statesman' like Saito might overrule 
naval-strategic views to reach a political compromise, just as Kato 
Tomosaburo had done at Washington. Rather condescendingly Kanji 
went on to explain that a free and extemporaneous give-and-take in 
international conferences required a certain practical experience and 
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skill which, he insinuated, Saito lacked. Matters of substance were 
best left to naval experts in the delegation. 55 Kato vastly underesti
mated Saito's diplomatic acumen: in reality, Saito had accumulated 
considerable political experience through 16 years of service as Navy 
Minister and Vice-Minister and, since 1919, as Governor-General of 
Korea. 

In the negotiations at Geneva, as it turned out, Admiral Saito 
showed that he was a master of diplomacy and commanded the 
respect of the American and British delegates for his impartiality and 
genuine devotion to naval reduction. Under the leadership of Saito, 
ably assisted by his chief naval adviser, Vice-Admiral Kobayashi, the 
naval members of the Japanese delegation worked 'in a shipshape 
manner'.56 

This is not to say, of course, that there were no differences within 
the delegation. In formulating conference strategy the naval members 
became involved in heated arguments. Hardliners, representing Kato 
Kanji's views, maintained that Japan must take the initiative, resolu
tely declaring and adhering to its position even at the risk of breaking 
up the conference. Saito admonished them, saying that it would be 
impolitic for Japan to bluff. 'The essence of preparedness' consisted in 
'gradually enhancing our national strength - our economic and 
industrial power - while winning greater respect and understanding 
from the rest of the world'. In view of Japan's limited resources, Saito 
warned, 'we should not opportunistically attempt a sudden expan
sion of our navy ... in one conference or two'. Saito's words settled 
the argument, and they remind one of Kato Tomosaburo's views on 
national defence. 57 

However, Saito's decision-making at Geneva was hampered by the 
lack of coordination with the naval authorities in Tokyo. Departing 
from the procedure set at the time of the Washington Conference, the 
Navy decided that instructions should be sent from the Navy Vice
Minister to the chief naval adviser, not to the head delegates. Thus 
Saito seldom received specific instructions directly from the 
Government or the naval leaders. 58 This procedural change may have 
been designed to tie Saito's hands. Furthermore, Navy Vice-Minister 
Osumi was Kato Kanji's confidant. Regarding the Washington 
Conference as 'a most flagrant oppression' of Japan, Osumi har
boured a deep distrust of the United States. 59 On the other hand, 
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Vice-Admiral Kobayashi, the chief naval adviser, was a man of broad 
international outlook similar to Admiral Saito's. And Kobayashi was 
assisted by Captain Hori T eikichi, an advocate of naval limitation ever 
since he attended the Washington Conference. Thus a clash of views 
between the delegates and the naval leaders in Tokyo was inevitable. 

The greatest obstacle the Japanese faced at Geneva was, of course, 
the rigid position taken by the American delegates on the 10:10:6 
ratio. The most outspoken among them was Rear-Admiral Hilary P. 
Jones, a 'die-hard' and advocate of 'the Big Navy school', who, as a 
senior naval adviser, seemed to control the civilian delegate, Hugh 
Gibson. Even before the conference opened on 20 June, Jones had, in 
his informal talks with the Japanese, blurted out a 'threatening' 
remark: 'If the application of the 10:10:6 ratio [to auxiliary vessels] 
should fail to materialize, the United States will achieve it through a 
naval race backed by its unlimited wealth'. He insisted that, since a 
quota of 50 per cent would practically assure Japan of parity in its 
home waters, the 60 per cent ratio was already overly generous. A 70 
per cent ratio was simply out of the question: it would destroy the 
naval balance. The United States, he said, did not wish to allow Japan 
naval superiority in the western Pacific - the anticipated theatre of 
hostilities in the future. This, of course, was the position of the United 
States Navy throughout the 1920s, but it had never before been so 
bluntly stated to the Japanese. 60 

However, circumstances were quite different from those of the 
Washington Conference. In auxiliary vessels (especially in cruisers) 
built and planned, the United States did not have the over
whelming superiority over Japan that it had had at the Washington 
Conference. 

From the beginning, the Japanese delegates proposed to take as 
the standard of naval reduction Japan's existing strength plus its 
authorized building programme, which would place its ratio 
somewhat above 70 per cent of the United States, but about 65 per 
cent of Britain. The Japanese delegates were so preoccupied with 
their ratio question that they did not fully recognize how serious 
the Anglo-American impasse over the cruiser issue had become. 
Instead, the Japanese had an excessive fear that the British would 
finally yield to the Americans and then form a combined front 
against Japan to impose a 60 per cent ratio - a fear that was fuelled 
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by their subjective memory of 'Anglo-American coercion' at the 
Washington Conference. 61 

Anxious to forestall such a development, the Japanese delegates 
entered into bilateral talks with the British, who seemed more accom
modating on the ratio issue, to work out some compromise formula 
that might help to break the three-cornered deadlock. On 16 July a 
broad Anglo-Japanese 'compromise formula' emerged out of infor
mal exchanges between Vice-Admiral Kobayashi and the British dele
gate Vice-Admiral Frederick Field, and it was provisionally endorsed 
by Saito. Most notably, in this 'compromise formula' the Japanese 
conceded the lowering of the acceptable ratio to 65 per cent in 
'surface auxiliary vessels' (cruisers and destroyers).62 

Why was it that the Japanese delegates proposed this important 
concession, despite renewed instructions from Osumi 'to do their 
utmost' to obtain the 70 per cent ratio? According to Kobayashi's 
reports and reminiscences,63 the Japanese delegates believed it to be 
most urgent to remove the Anglo-American 'fixation' with the 
Washington ratio system and reach any agreement, be it 62 or 63 per 
cent, that would do away with the 60 per cent ratio.64 Computing 
from a 65 per cent ratio for surface auxiliaries and the parity of 
60,000 tons for submarines, the delegates showed that Japan would 
attain the overall figure of 68.7 per cent for auxiliary vessels - only 
1.3 per cent short of their original instructions. 

On Saito's behalf, Kobayashi hastened to wire to Navy Vice
Minister Osumi an important policy recommendation, listing four 
reasons for speedy acceptance of the proposed compromise: 

(1) Naval limitation on the basis of the Anglo-Japanese plan would 
not be disadvantageous to Japan's national defence. 

(2) Rupture of the conference would inevitably accelerate a naval 
race, causing international instability. 

(3) If Japan were to be held responsible for the breakup, its inter
national position would be adversely affected. 

(4) A more favourable opportunity for naval limitation would not 
recur in the near future. 65 

This 'wide view', urging compromise in the interests of larger political 
considerations, bore a striking resemblance to Kato Tomosaburo's 
position at the Washington Conference. 
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However, the naval authorities in Tokyo rejected out of hand any 
formula that deviated from their original instructions. Osumi directed 
the delegates to withdraw the 'compromise formula' immediately, 
wiring Kobayashi: 'We feel it most deplorable that the delegates have 
proposed to sacrifice the 70 per cent ratio which has been Japan's 
long-cherished desire'. Such a concession would be 'especially painful 
from the standpoint of our relations with the United States'. 

The delegates must persist to the bitter end in their demand for a 
70 per cent ratio. If this demand cannot be met, public opinion 
will certainly be aroused, and the resultant treaty will have little 
chance of being approved by the cabinet or being ratified .... 
Depending on the attitude of Britain and the United States, a 
worst case scenario might arise, ultimately forcing us to resolve 
to fight to the death.66 

In these scathing words, as Kobayashi later wrote, Osumi 'rebuked 
and denounced Kobayashi as if he were a traitor who endangered 
Japan's national defence'.67 

From the beginning the Anglo-Japanese compromise was doomed 
to failure, because it encountered stiff opposition not only from 
Tokyo but also from the American delegates. As the Japanese dele
gates had suspected they would, the American naval advisers opposed 
the 65 per cent ratio as 'gravely endangering America's position in the 
western Pacific'. However, the American delegates had studiously 
'evaded' Japanese attempts to ascertain their stand on the ratio 
question. The Japanese sensed the American ploy: for the moment the 
Americans needed their cooperation in countering Britain's demand, 
but once the latter yielded, the United States, supported by Britain, 
would 'turn all out against Japan to impose a 60 per cent ratio'.68 

On 24 July Saito and Ishii wired Tokyo, expressing their worst 
fear. The time was fast approaching, they telegraphed, when Japan 
would be forced into confrontation with the United States over the 
ratio issue. (Their alarm was well-founded, for two days earlier 
Gibson had wired Washington that discussion of the ratios with the 
Japanese would be necessary 'at a very early date'.) The Japanese 
delegates felt certain that the United States would insist on 63, if not 
60, per cent for Japan. Here was the dilemma as they saw it: on the 
one hand, if Japan should reject the American demand outright, 
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Japan would be held responsible for the collapse of the conference; on 
the other hand, if Japan should yield, an impression of 'surrender 
under American pressure' would be created at home. The only way 
out, the delegates urged Osumi, was 'to reach a compromise on the 
maximum ratio acceptable to the United States', which in their view 
was 63 per cent. 69 

As was to be expected, Osumi's reply was a flat refusal: 'If such is 
the case, the game is up; there will be no room for further negotia
tions whatsoever'. If Japanese demands should be rejected, 'the 
resentment of our people would become an eternal source of future 
trouble, and it would also destroy the morale of our navy'.7° 

Yet the worst did not materialize, and a head-on collision was 
narrowly avoided, because irreconcilable Anglo-American differences 
over the cruiser issue submerged the explosive ratio question. Vice
Admiral Kobayashi has written: 'The clash between the Uapanese] 
government and the navy did not occur, because Anglo-American 
differences broke up the conference'. 71 

On the public scene in Geneva, at least, the Japanese delegates 
managed to hold on to the legacy of Kato T omosaburo, but within 
the Navy the forces of opposition personified by Kato Kanji were 
gaining momentum. According to Admiral Takarabe's later testi
mony, the Anglo-Japanese 'compromise formula' caused 'tumultuous 
controversies' within the Navy which apparently became unmanage
able. Upon Saito's return, Vice-Admiral Yamanashi Katsunoshin, 
chief of the Naval Ordinance Division, vaguely intimated that 'knotty 
circumstances and irresistible pressures' were to blame for poor 
coordination between Tokyo and the delegates in Geneva.72 

Presumably, these 'pressures' had to do with the exigencies of 
bureaucratic politics. The extremely intransigent stand taken by Navy 
Vice-Minister Osumi remains something of an enigma. To be sure, he 
was a protege of Kato Kanji and a sworn enemy of naval limitation, 
but most of the other high-ranking naval leaders belonged to the 
'moderate group' that supported the Washington and, later, London 
naval treaties. Among the latter were: Navy Minister Okada Keisuke; 
Nomura Kichisaburo, Vice-Chief of the Naval General Staff; Vice
Admiral Yamanashi; and Rear-Admiral Sakonji Seizo, chief of the 
Naval Affairs Bureau. However, even their collective leadership could 
not match the overwhelming control exercised by Kato Tomosaburo 
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at the time of the Washington Conference. Under the circumstances, 
the vociferous opponents of naval limitation - Kato Kanji, Suetsugu 
(then head of the Navy's Education Bureau), Yamamoto Eisuke (head 
of the Naval Aviation Division), and their confreres- rallied to a man 
behind Navy Vice-Minister Osumi. 

The balance between the two camps - the one committed to the 
Washington Naval Treaty and the other to overturning it - was, 
indeed, a precarious one. Before it came to a showdown at the 
London Naval Conference in 1930, the former attempted to reinforce 
their position. 

The Road to London, 1928-1930 

Only two months after the debacle of the Geneva Conference, Navy 
Minister Okada ordered the committee on arms limitation to make a 
comprehensive study that would guide not only preparation for the 
next naval conference but also building programmes in the broad 
context of Japanese-American relations, present and future. Headed 
by Vice-Admiral Nomura Kichisaburo, this committee (commonly 
referred to as the Nomura Committee) was dominated by the sup
porters of naval limitation, including Rear-Admiral Sakonji, the chief 
of the Naval Affairs Bureau. The strictly confidential report of the 
committee, submitted to the Navy Minister in September 1928, was 
an authoritative document which was to provide the basis for future 
naval policy.73 

The first point to be noted in this report is the reaffirmation of the 
Washington Naval Treaty. This would seem to indicate that, Osumi's 
rigid attitude toward the Geneva Conference notwithstanding, the 
thinking of the upper echelons was still fluid in 1928. Under existing 
conditions, the report concluded, the Washington Naval Treaty was 
'on the whole advantageous' to Japan, financially as well as strategi
cally. Kato Tomosaburo's philosophy of naval security was restated 
in the following passages: 

Since Japan's national strength in relation to the Anglo
American power is vastly inferior, it would be to our advantage 
to keep them tied down to the capital ship ratio of 10:10:6, even 
though Japan was assigned an inferior strength .... Vis-a-vis 
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great industrial powers like the United States and Britain, the 
utmost effort must be made to avoid a war whose outcome 
would be decided by an all-out contest of national strength.'4 

The report saw Japan's naval armament as a 'silent power' with 
which to deter the United States from 'obstructing' Japanese policy in 
China. 75 Here was an explicit reiteration of Kato's view of the Navy 
as an instrument of deterrence. 

Secondly, the Nomura Committee's report presented a highly opti
mistic view of Japanese-American relations, present and future. Its 
fundamental premise was that ever since the Washington Conference 
their mutual relations had been 'so greatly improved' that there no 
longer existed any problems of such magnitude as to provoke a war. 
As to China, Americans were finally awakening to its 'chaotic and 
hopeless condition' and therefore becoming more sympathetic and 
cooperative towards Japanese policy. 'Therefore the United States is 
quite unlikely to collide head-on with our efforts to make peaceable 
inroads into China'. Japan, for its part, fully realized the importance 
of closer economic relations with the United States. 76 Such views were 
almost identical with the liberal outlook that informed Foreign 
Minister Shidehara's policy. 

In sharp contrast to such sanguine views, the dissenting opinion 
attached to the committee's report reechoed Kato Kanji's convictions. 
In strong language similar to that of the 1923 Imperial National 
Defence Policy, the dissenting view held that conflict over the China 
market must 'lead to the outbreak of war between Japan and the 
United States'. At the zenith of its prosperity, the United States was 
'increasingly showing its true colours as an economic imperialist' in 
China.77 

While the report of the Nomura Committee and the dissenting 
opinion were diametrically opposed in their estimates of Japanese
American relations, both agreed on the necessity for a 70 per cent 
ratio for auxiliary vessels. This position did not necessarily contradict 
the committee's support for the Washington Naval Treaty. As the 
report explained, at the Washington Conference Japan had conceded 
the 60 per cent ratio in capital ships only in return for the status quo 
regarding Pacific fortifications; this being the case, it was by no means 
to be construed as 'abandonment' of the long-standing consensus on 
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the 70 per cent ratio. The committee's report reconfirmed that a 70 
per cent ratio for auxiliary vessels was 'absolutely necessary for the 
nation's defence, nay, for its very existence'; there must be no bar
gaining over this at the next conference?8 

Meanwhile, Kato Kanji had become convinced that 'even the 70 
per cent ratio was insufficient'. By this time he had come to realize the 
error of 'relying too heavily on intangible forces', by which he meant 
excessive drilling. The immediate occasion for his rethinking was the 
emergence of 10,000-ton cruisers carrying eight-inch guns (the maxi
mum allowed under the Washington Treaty) as the main prop of 
auxiliary strength.79 The Japanese Navy had come to recognize the 
superiority of these high-speed, heavily armoured heavy cruisers, 
regarding them as 'semi-capital ships'. In the report of the Nomura 
Committee heavy cruisers were given special importance. In pur
suance of the 'attrition strategy' and 'interceptive operations', the 
Naval General Staff assigned heavy cruisers the crucial mission of 
wearing down America's main fleet in its transpacific passage before 
it could reach the anticipated theatre for a decisive encounter.80 

A lengthy staff study, prepared in late 1929 by the Operations 
Division of the Naval General Staff, spelled out in detail the 'formid
able power' of the 10,000-ton cruisers. First, they excelled in speed; 
second, they were equipped with great striking power (eight-inch 
guns had twice the firepower of six-inch guns); third, and most 
importantly, their great cruising capacity was a vital element in 
transoceanic operations. According to this study, America's strategic 
outposts which had hitherto been isolated from each other - the 
Philippines and Guam in the west, Hawaii at the centre, Samoa in the 
south, and the Aleutians in the north - could now be closely linked 
thanks to the long radius of these heavy cruisers. Thus the Pacific had 
been 'seemingly reduced to an American lake'. Japan, for its part, was 
rapidly losing its geographic advantages. For these reasons Japanese 
naval planners emphasized that their demand for a 70 per cent ratio 
in heavy cruisers left 'absolutely no room for compromise'.81 

Whereas relative strength, or ratio, was all-important with regard 
to the heavy cruiser, absolute strength (total tonnage irrespective of 
the ratio) was the paramount consideration in respect of the sub
marine. Unlike heavy cruisers, submarines were never meant to fight 
the enemy's counterparts but were to be deployed to wear down the 
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enemy's main fleet. At the coming London Conference, therefore, the 
Navy decided to demand 78,000 tons - Japan's submarine strength 
upon the completion of the building programme at the end of fiscal 
1931.82 

The Denouement: The 1930 London Naval Conference 

Existing studies on the London Naval Conference, based mainly on 
the records and testimonies of the 'administrative faction' in the Navy 
Ministry, tend to slight the views of the 'command faction' in the 
Naval General Staff. Nor have they clarified the internal compli
cations and dashes (a) within the Japanese delegation in London, and 
(b) between the delegates and the naval authorities in Tokyo.83 The 
account that follows will highlight some of these neglected aspects. 

Preparations for the London Conference began as early as June 
1929, when Navy Minister Okada obtained the Cabinet's approval 
for the Navy's 'three basic principles': (1) a 70 per cent ratio with the 
United States in total auxiliary tonnage; (2) the special importance of 
the 70 per cent ratio with regard to 10,000-ton, eight-inch-gun 
cruisers; and (3) the submarine tonnage of 78,000.84 The key figure in 
promulgating and insisting on these demands was, of course, the chief 
of the Naval General Staff, Kato Kanji. 

On 18 November Kato pressed upon Prime Minister Hamaguchi 
Osachi that the 70 per cent ratio was 'the rock-bottom ratio' and 
constituted 'a matter of life or death for our navy'. This overriding 
goal had 'stiffened the navy's morale and sustained its determination 
through unspeakable hardships' ever since the Washington 
Conference; Japan would 'rather do without any new agreement' 
than yield on this. In his conversations with Foreign Minister 
Shidehara, Kato urged the 'pressing need of obtaining a prior com
mitment to a 70 per cent ratio' for auxiliaries in preliminary negotia
tions with the United States and Britain. Uppermost in his mind was a 
determination 'never to repeat the mistake of the Washington 
Conference'; only by such an understanding could 'joint Anglo
American coercion' be forestalled.85 However, preliminary diploma
tic efforts in Washington and London, continued until the eve of the 
conference, failed to yield any prior understanding. 

As the chief delegate to the conference Prime Minister Hamaguchi 
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chose Wakatsuki Reijiro, twice Finance Minister, and Prime Minister 
at the time of the Geneva Naval Conference, trusting that he would 
carry out the Government's twin goals of fiscal retrenchment and 
friendly cooperation with the Anglo-American powers. Wakatsuki 
knew full well that Japan's limited financial capabilities ruled out a 
naval race, and for this reason he had once supported the Washington 
Naval Treaty. At the coming conference, he believed, it would be 
'unwise to persist uncompromisingly in the 70 per cent ratio'; he 
favoured 'concluding a treaty within negotiable limits, say 65 or 67 
per cent'. 86 

The choice of Wakatsuki as the civilian delegate posed a problem 
for the Navy. Navy Minister Takarabe was all too willing to go to 
London, but within the Navy he had the reputation of being 'unreli
able'. Kato Kanji was worried that Takarabe was no match for a 
powerful brain like that of Wakatsuki. He consulted with the naval 
Genro, Fleet Admiral Togo, and decided to send as 'the highest naval 
adviser' Admiral Abo, his intimate friend and a member of the 
Supreme War Council, who was a hard-liner in the 'command 
faction'. Abo was to be Kato's spokesman in London and a 'cha
peron' for the 'untrustworthy' Takarabe in Washington. The second
ranking naval expert member, Rear-Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku, of 
whom Kato had a very high opinion, was counted on to take a firm 
stand in London. Among junior naval members Kato took special 
care to include Captain Nakamura Kamesaburo, chief of the 
Operations Section of the Naval General Staff and a steadfast 
'hawk'.87 Such a line-up in the naval delegation tended to isolate and 
overpower Vice-Admiral Sakonji, chief naval adviser, whose moder
ate views on naval limitation placed him among the successors of 
Kato Tomosaburo. 

During Takarabe's absence, Prime Minister Hamaguchi served as 
acting Navy Minister, following the precedent established at the time 
of the Washington Conference. Under him, Vice-Minister Yamanashi 
assumed the onerous responsibility of controlling the Navy and keep
ing close contact with the Government. (Later, the Superintendent
General of Metropolitan Tokyo intimated to Yamanashi: 'You were 
in such a physical danger that I feared for the worst. You are lucky 
indeed to be alive at all!')88 

Yamanashi was ably assisted by Rear-Admiral Hori, head of the 
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Naval Affairs Bureau, and Captain Koga Mineichi, the chief Navy 
Ministry adjutant, but these 'moderate' leaders were simply no match 
for Kato Kanji, a full Admiral, and his followers in the Naval General 
Staff. Later, when the fate of the naval treaty hung in the air, the 
Navy Ministry leaders turned to the naval elder Admiral Okada to be 
a mediator between the Government and the Navy on the one hand 
and between the two branches of the Navy on the other. It was 
believed that Okada - Kato's 'big senior', hailing from the same 
province - was the only man available to restrain the impetuous Kato 
Kanji.89 

The mounting dissension between the Navy Ministry and the 
Naval General Staff may be partly explained by the Navy's personnel 
alignment. In 1930 the key policy-making positions in the Navy 
Ministry were virtually monopolized by officers with rich politico
administrative experience. In contrast, the crucial posts in the Naval 
General Staff were occupied by stout officers of the 'sea warrior' type, 
who had made their careers as line or staff officers. Neither Kato 
Kanji nor Suetsugu had held important posts in the Navy Ministry; 
they had served mainly in the Combined Fleet as well as in the Naval 
General Staff. In contrast, Yamanashi and Hori had had no import
ant tours of duty in the fleet. Such divergence of career backgrounds 
naturally accentuated the differences between the 'administrative 
faction' and the 'command faction' in their approach to naval 
limitation. 

With regard to procedures for deciding on the size of armament, 
Y amanashi and his subordinates in the Navy Ministry took a flexible 
position: 'Armament plans, drafted by the Naval General Staff from 
strategic-operational viewpoints, are not fixed absolutes; they must 
be agreed upon between the Navy Ministry and the Naval General 
Staff, on the basis of a broad outlook that takes all factors into 
consideration'. Head of the Naval Affairs Bureau Hori went further, 
and believed that decisions on armament were political matters in
volving budgetary appropriations; responsibility hence lay with the 
Government. 90 

The leaders of the Naval General Staff, for their part, believed that 
they were performing their assigned duty in pressing for their esti
mated security needs. Taking an absolute stand on 'the three basic 
principles', these leaders burned their bridges when they clamorously 
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appealed to public opinion. Kato bitterly recalled that at the time of 
the Washington Conference he had lacked domestic public support 
and was determined not to have that happen again, but his public 
campaign annoyed and embarrassed chief delegate Wakatsuki, whose 
diplomatic hands were thus tied.91 

Kato Kanji reacted violently to the Anglo-American position on the 
ratio issue - if a 60 per cent ratio was acceptable to Japan at 
Washington, why not at London? The naval situation, Kato retorted, 
had greatly changed since the days of the Washington Conference. 
Why should Japan accept the Washington Treaty ratio when its 
existing auxiliary strength was 74 per cent and its heavy cruiser 
strength was above 80 per cent of the United States? In addition to 
strategic considerations, Kato was led by twin 'convictions' that had 
governed his views ever since the Washington Conference: the doc
trine of 'the equality of armament' and the dictate of Japan's 'national 
prestige'. He held that a 70 per cent ratio would already be a 
substantial concession on Japan's part. 'The more humbly Japan 
acquiesces in the 70 per cent ratio despite its sovereign right of 
equality, the more flagrant the United States becomes in flaunting its 
high-handed and coercive attitude'.92 

In support of his demands, Kato forcefully presented his views on 
their foreign policy implications to Prime Minister Hamaguchi and 
Foreign Minister Shidehara. American ambitions in China, he 
claimed, must 'inevitably lead its diehards to clamour for forcible 
settlement of the China question by naval strength'. The United States 
was being inhibited 'only hy Japan's armament and by America's lack 
of offensive capability'. America's real design was to bind Japan to an 
inferior naval ratio so that it could pursue its 'domination' of China 
without hindrance. 

In a similar vein, Kato wrote on 5 February to Admiral Abo in 
London: 'The real issue at stake is no longer our naval power per se 
but our national prestige and credibility'. In these emotional out
bursts Kato subordinated the material factor of ratios and tonnage 
figures to such intangibles as national dignity and a valiant self-image. 
In the same letter he requested Abo to send home 'more and more 
telegrams about Anglo-American oppression', which he assured him 
would stir up public sentiment and 'force the government to stiffen its 
attitude' .93 
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In London, however, the prospect of attaining the Japanese terms 
seemed to be getting dimmer and dimmer. As early as 12 August 1929 
- several months before the conference opened - Ambassador 
Matsudaira Tsuneo (appointed one of the delegates) wired a very 
pessimistic forecast: 'It is totally impossible to win British and 
American consent; on the contrary, our demands will only provoke 
their antipathy' .94 Ambassador Matsudaira followed up this dispatch 
with another one, warning Shidehara that if Japan should insist, 
to the bitter end, on a 70 per cent ratio, clashes with the United 
States and Britain would be inevitable, and they would conclude a 
bilateral treaty to the exclusion of Japan. Similarly discouraging 
dispatches came from Ambassador Debuchi Katsuji in Washington. 
In reply, Shidehara 'strictly forbade' the ambassadors to take a 
defeatist view, urging them to redouble their efforts to win the 70 per 
cent ratio. 

Against this diplomatic background, chief delegate Wakatsuki 
arrived in London on 17 November 1929. It did not take long for him 
to conclude that 'further perseverance in the same hard-line demands 
must inevitably result in an angry parting with America and Britain'. 
On 25 January 1930, only four days after the conference opened, he 
drafted a telegram to this effect: 'We are at our rope's end; the time 
has now come to request the government to apprise us of the terms of 
compromise'. Meeting staunch opposition from Admiral Takarabe 
and his naval advisers, this telegram was shelved. 

In mid-February, when the conference seemed to founder on the 
reef of a Japanese-American deadlock, Wakatsuki confidentially 
wired to Foreign Minister Shidehara, urging the Government to take 
the utmost precautions 'so as not to drive the issue to the last 
extremity'. The break-up of the conference would place Japan in an 
'extremely difficult position internationally'.95 

Shidehara and Harnaguchi were daily exposed to the rigid stand of 
the Naval General Staff, which was dead set against any compromise, 
so they directed Wakatsuki to follow 'the logical steps of first consult
ing with delegate Takarabe and jointly working out some appropriate 
solution'. For Wakatsuki, however, such 'consultation' with 
Takarabe had become totally impossible. In fact, the civilian and 
naval delegates had become locked in irreconcilable differences. 
Later, when the Japanese-American negotiations reached a critical 
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point, Wakatsuki complained to Shidehara about Takarabe's intran
sigence in these bitter words: 

Although I have urged delegate Takarabe to rise resolutely to 
the occasion as a statesman and take broad-minded measures to 
save the situation, he disagrees with me in every instance and 
has instead aligned himself with Admiral Abo and naval ad
visers .... To my great distress, it has proved beyond my power 
to persuade him despite my repeated efforts. 

In sending these secret dispatches, Wakatsuki resorted to the most 
confidential telegraphic channel in order to circumvent the naval 
members of the delegation: a special route through his co-delegate 
Matsudaira Tsuneo, who alone could handle the codes as 
Ambassador to London. This attempt to keep the navy side in the 
dark failed, because Matsudaira's 'top secret' telegrams were easily 
deciphered by the Navy's decoding experts, and the upshot was 
further to enrage the naval representatives.96 

To compound matters, Wakatsuki's acts of 'nonconfidence' were 
reciprocated by the naval advisers in London. For their part, they had 
been wiring their dissenting views directly to naval authorities in 
Tokyo without informing chief delegate Wakatsuki. In addition to 
the Navy's formal channel of communication- that between Navy 
Minister Takarabe and his Vice-Minister Yamanashi - a tangle of 
irregular lines extended from London to Tokyo. When Admiral Abo, 
the highest naval adviser, sent his confidential telegrams to Kato 
Kanji, it was chief naval adviser Sakonji who personally ciphered his 
telegrams in order to prevent a leak. (In one of them Abo urged that 
special watch must be kept over Wakatsuki, who was all too ready to 
succumb to 'Anglo-American coercion'.) In the next echelon, Sakonji 
was sending secret dispatches to Vice-Minister Yamanashi and Naval 
Affairs Bureau chief Hori. On lower levels, junior naval members, 
who represented the 'hot-blooded young officers' of the Naval 
General Staff, telegraphed to their home office without even the 
permission of their superior, Sakonji.97 . 

This jumble of telegraphic channels bespeaks a serious failure of 
communication within the Japanese delegation, a situation that was 
largely due to Takarabe's lack of leadership as Navy Minister and a 
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delegate. Even at the critical stages of negotiations he remained 
strangely passive, making himself most unpopular with his subordi
nate officers. Admiral Abo, Rear-Admiral Yamamoto, and high
spirited junior officers would rather argue directly with civilian dele
gate Wakatsuki than deal with an 'indecisive and vacillating' 
Takarabe. In appointing the Navy Minister as a delegate, the pre
cedent of the Washington Conference had been followed without 
much thought; T akarabe was simply not of the calibre to reenact 
Kato Tomosaburo's role at Washington.98 

From the Navy's viewpoint, the 'grave error' revolved around the 
'Reed-Matsudaira compromise' that was reached on 13 March be
tween Matsudaira and Senator David A. Reed, an American delegate. 
The two civilian delegates had entered into informal talks in order to 
find a way out of the Japanese-American deadlock, but Wakatsuki 
had reassured the naval advisers time and again that any formula to 
come out of these conversations would be merely a 'private plan'; 
that he would decide on it 'only after consulting with the navy side'. 
Meanwhile, however, the impasse reached in the negotiations had 
forced the Japanese delegates to commit themselves to the 'Reed
Matsudaira compromise'. To the Japanese naval experts the 'Reed
Matsudaira compromise' came as 'a bolt from the blue'. It conferred 
on Japan: (1) an overall ratio of 69:75; (2) a 60 per cent ratio in 
heavy cruisers, with a proviso that assured Japan of a ratio slightly 
above 70 per cent (the United States promising not to complete three 
of its heavy cruisers during the life of the treaty, that is until 1936); 
and (3) parity in submarine tonnage, which was set at 52,700 tons. 

On the day this compromise plan was reached, Wakatsuki has
tened to wire Foreign Minister Shidehara, categorically stating that 
there was 'no prospect of obtaining more favourable terms' and 
pleading with the Government to 'make the final determination' to 
accept them. On the other hand, Takarabe- ever mindful of the stiff 
stand taken by Kato and Suetsugu, and faced with strong objections 
by his technical advisers - demurred, saying that the compromise 
plan would not be acceptable to the Naval General Staff. Takarabe 
and the naval advisers said that they would dispatch a separate and 
dissenting telegram to the Government. However, on 14 March 
T akarabe reluctantly joined the civilian delegates in sending an im
portant dispatch to Tokyo over all their signatures. In effect, this 
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dispatch requested the Government to accept the 'Reed-Matsudaira 
compromise'. Uppermost in Wakatsuki's mind was the importance of 
avoiding a clash with the Anglo-American powers and of forestalling 
a ruinous naval race, and on this stand he would stake not only 'his 
position as chief delegate but also his life itsel£'.99 

However noble Wakatsuki's resolve may have been, the fact re
mains that the 'Reed-Matsudaira compromise' negated the Navy's 
long-standing armament policy. Wakatsuki honestly believed that 
this plan was not only acceptable but also advantageous to Japan. 
After all, did it not to all intents and purposes meet the demand for a 
70 per cent ratio? Did the United States not make 'an enormous 
concession' by agreeing to parity in submarines? Had he not obtained 
the substance, if not form, of all of the three objectives of the Japanese 
Government? Wakatsuki was prepared to resign immediately if the 
Tokyo Government should disapprove of the 'compromise' or send a 
new instruction at variance with it. 100 

However, Wakatsuki overlooked the import of restricting submar
ine strength to 52,700 tons. In the expert eyes of the Navy men, 
Wakatsuki's 'amateurish' reasoning ignored Japan's strategic impera
tives. Chief naval adviser Sakonji was a supporter of naval limitation, 
but even he opposed the 'Reed-Matsudaira compromise'. It gave 
Japan, he said, a mere token- an overall 70 per cent ratio, the least 
important of its demands- while denying the 'essence' regarding the 
all-important categories of the heavy cruiser and the submarine. 
Rear-Admiral Yamamoto was furious at the compromise plan. 
Staking his own position, he forced on Takarabe his opposing views. 
So vehement did Yamamoto feel toward the weak-kneed delegates 
that, one witness noted, he 'almost seemed intent to do them in' .101 

When Kaya Okinori, a Ministry of Finance representative, empha
sized the financial factors involved in naval limitation, Yamamoto 
shouted: 'Say another word and you will get a smack in the face'. 

In Tokyo, Kato Kanji angrily declared: 'The American [Reed
Matsudaira] plan102 is a most high-handed one, offering us, as it 
were, only the crust of a pie without filling'. On 19 March, as 'one 
responsible for national defence and strategic plans', he visited Prime 
Minister Hamaguchi and in a most unbending manner talked for 
more than an hour, insisting vehemently that he was 'absolutely 
opposed' to the compromise. Kato emphasized that its acceptance 
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would undermine Japan's operational plans since (1) the shortage in 
submarine strength would impede Japan's capture of the Philippines 
and cripple its patrolling as far as Hawaiian waters, not to mention its 
attrition strategy in the Pacific, and (2) the concession on heavy 
cruisers would cause 'grave defects' in a main fleet encounter, making 
it impossible to make up for the 60 per cent strength in battleships. 

In this rigid position Kato was powerfully backed by Fleet Admiral 
Togo, deified as 'the Nelson of Japan', who said he would rather 
break up the conference and walk out than yield one iota. These 
strong words Kato hastened to send to Takarabe in London to put 
further pressure on him.103 

From London, Sakonji (perhaps conveying Abo's views) wired the 
naval authorities in Tokyo that acceptance of the compromise plan, 
entailing a 'crisis' in naval defence, was 'simply out of the question'. 
On 15 March, learning about the 'Reed-Matsudaira compromise', an 
incensed Admiral Abo flew out at Takarabe, accusing him of having 
been brought over to the side of the civilian delegates. Abo threatened 
to resign from the Supreme Military Council if the compromise 
should be accepted. Rear-Admiral Yamamoto was equally vehement 
in his opposition to 'any unwarranted political retreat'. Even more 
extreme were agitated junior officers like Captain Nakamura, who 
directly appealed to delegates Takarabe and Wakatsuki for 'a firm 
and resolute stand'. Failing to obtain a satisfactory response, these 
young officers proposed, as the last resort, to send their strongly 
worded dissenting views directly to the chief of the Naval General 
Staff, Kato, and the Navy Vice-Minister, Yamanashi. Their aim was 
to force some 'drastic' new instructions from Tokyo that would turn 
the tables at the conference and reverse the 'defeatist policy' of 
Wakatsuki and his fellow travellers. In a gesture to mollify the young 
'hawks', Yamamoto wired his friend Hori, head of the Naval Affairs 
Bureau, apprising him of these strong pressures from below.104 

It must be emphasized that the naval leaders in Tokyo, such as 
Y amanashi and Hori, were by no means entirely satisfied with the 
'Reed-Matsudaira compromise', but it was their responsibility to 
take careful measure of the diplomatic, political, and fiscal consider
ations that compelled a compromise settlement. In order to bring 
about a successful naval treaty, Admiral Okada backed up these 
moderate leaders, using his considerable political influence and tact to 
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mediate between the Navy Ministry and the Naval General Staff on 
the one hand, and between the Navy and the Government on the 
other. 105 Okada, whose views on naval limitation were heavily 
influenced by Kato Tomosaburo's, took a very flexible stand on the 
ratio matter and naval armament. 

At the conference of naval leaders on 25 March, Prime Minister 
Hamaguchi told Yamanashi that the Government had made up its 
mind not to run the risk of breaking up the conference: 'Though I lose 
the prime ministership, though I lose my life itself, this decision is 
unshakable'. 106 On 27 March Hamaguchi had an audience with 
Emperor Hirohito, to 'explain the progress of the London Naval 
Conference'. The emperor told him 'to make every effort to speedily 
conclude [the London Treaty] in the interest of world peace'. These 
words had an electrifying effect on Hamaguchi, 107 and from that time 
onward Hamaguchi's determination was immovable. Later in the 
day, Hamaguchi called Kato Kanji, Okada Keisuke, and Yamanashi 
to his official residence, and in their conversations he alluded to the 
source of his renewed resolve. 

Until 26 March there still remained a modicum of harmony, but 
the arrival on that day of two separate and conflicting telegrams 
from Wakatsuki and Takarabe caused great confusion in Tokyo. 
Wakatsuki once again urged a speedy and full acceptance of the 
compromise plan, while Takarabe withdrew what he had said in the 
telegram of 14 March and urged the Government to persist at the risk 
of breaking up the conference. These dispatches from London preci
pitated a violent split within the Japanese Navy as well as one 
between the Government and the Navy. In the words of Ikeda 
Kiyoshi, the leading Japanese naval historian, thus began 'an uphea
val unprecedented in the history of the Imperial Japanese Navy'. 108 

How it became politidzed and developed into a national crisis, 
involving the 'right of Supreme Command', needs no retelling 
here. 109 Suffice it to note that Takarabe, placed in a dilemma between 
his duty as the Navy Minister and his political responsibility as a 
member of the Hamaguchi Cabinet, continued to vacillate and tem
porize to the last. His contradictory behaviour bewildered Tokyo and 
compounded the confusion. Even as the Government's 'final instruc
tions' - directing the delegates to accept the treaty along the lines of 
the 'Reed-Matsudaira compromise' -were being dispatched to the 
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delegates in London, an apprehensive Yamanashi wired Takarabe to 
urge 'utmost prudence' and 'circumspection': 

It is feared that in the event that you should take actions at odds 
with Wakatsuki, they will divide our delegation in London to 
the detriment of its negotiating power, and at home such actions 
will cause grave political difficulties, driving the navy into a 
most inimical and self-damaging predicament.110 

Yamanashi's warning against any rash action betrayed his fear that at 
the last moment Takarabe might still be swayed by his extremist 
naval advisers, who demanded 'one final thrust' to wrench further 
concessions from the United States. 

Tokyo's final instructions, arriving in London on 1 April, produced 
quite a commotion among naval representatives, especially junior 
staff officers. Suddenly informed of the Government's decision for 
compromise, excited young officers denounced and reviled 
Wakatsuki and plotted to storm Takarabe's suite. (Indeed, such was 
their excitement that they forgot themselves and gave a bloody nose 
to a civilian representative.) 

On the following day, Rear-Admiral Yamamoto admonished his 
subordinates 'not to commit a breach of service discipline', but he 
himself proceeded to contradict his orders to his subordinates. He put 
extraordinary pressure on his chief, even asking Navy Minister 
Takarabe to take responsibility by resigning immediately: 

The last and the only way left for the navy minister to preserve 
honour after this defeat at the conference is to resign in protest 
as befits the occasion and to prove to the Japanese people that 
'the navy has not betrayed' their trust. 

He went on to warn that public surrender to the American demands 
would 'shock our entire navy, destroy its morale, and bring about 
some untoward incident'. (The above account should modify the 
prevalent notion of Yamamoto as a member of the 'treaty 
faction'.) 111 

Prelude to Catastrophe 

On 22 April the London naval treaty - along the lines of the 'Reed
Matsudaira compromise' - was signed at the Court of St James. 
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Success in steering this treaty safely to its signature and ratification 
meant victory for the 'administrative faction' and defeat for the 
'command faction'. 

However, ironically enough, the outcome of the domestic commo
tions it triggered actually enhanced the power of the latter group. The 
struggle over the London naval treaty brought into the open a violent 
split within the Navy between the pro-treaty and anti-treaty camps
a split that was to plague the Japanese Navy during the subsequent 
decade. How the treaty issue was made a football of party politics; 
how it brought about a head-on collision between the Government 
and the Navy; and how it triggered a series of political assassinations, 
starting with the fatal attack on Prime Minister Hamaguchi in 
November 1930- these are questions that fall outside the purview of 
this study of naval policy. 

For our purpose, however, it is important to underscore that the 
London naval treaty, just at the time when Japan concluded it, was 
already being sabotaged by the anti-treaty forces in Japan; the treaty 
was destined to be short-lived. The Navy held that the London treaty, 
'seriously jeopardizing national defence, must not be allowed to last 
long'. Emperor Hirohito, who had earnestly desired the conclusion of 
the treaty, astutely surmised the Navy's intent, and tried to obtain an 
assurance that the 'Navy's policy would not bind Japan's position at 
the next naval conference of 1935'. This caveat notwithstanding, the 
Supreme Military Council went ahead to state in its 'official reply to 
the Throne' on 23 July that the Navy was opposed to the continu
ation of the London naval treaty beyond its expiration in 1936. 
Suetsugu expressed the prevailing naval view when he wrote to Kato: 
'As things stand now, there is no way left but to force our way to the 
abrogation of the fatal treaty'. Kato had also been venting his indig
nation: 'It is as if Japan were bound hand and foot and thrown into 
jail by the Anglo-American powers!' 112 

With the advantage of historical hindsight, the tragedy of the 
London Conference may be said to have been that it contained the 
seeds of subsequent developments in the 1930s. First, the so-called 
'Osumi purge' forced out or prematurely retired brilliant senior 
officers who had been committed to the 'Washington system' and 
naval limitation: Yamanashi, Sakonji, Hori and others. Osumi 
Mineo, Navy Minister from 1933 to 1936, was a stiff opponent of 
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naval limitation, and he had the strong backing of Kato Kanji and his 
'fleet faction'. Second, Japan abrogated the Washington Naval Treaty 
in 1935 and withdrew from the second London Naval Conference in 
1936. This led to the resumption and escalation of the naval race, 
which one American historian has called 'the Race to Pearl 
Harbor'. 113 

When one traces the historical origins of the collision course, 
however, the forces of opposition that had been building up since the 
Washington Conference loom large. In 1933 Prime Minister Saito 
Makoto stated succinctly, 'The present commotions have their roots 
in Kato Kanji's antipathy toward [the policy of] Admiral Kato 
Tomosaburo, the chief delegate at Washington'.114 No contemporary 
Japanese leader was better qualified to make this assessment. Kato 
Tomosaburo's success in 1921-22 proved to be a Pyrrhic victory. 
Heralded at the time as 'a new order of sea power', 115 the 
Washington and London treaties- or rather Japan's response to them 
-were signposts on the Japanese Navy's road to the Pacific War. 
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France and the Washington 
Conference 

JOEL BLATT 

The Washington Conference came upon France at a moment of 
difficult naval adaptation to the world after the Great War, and 
ultimately to the twentieth century. The French Government scram
bled to fit the demands placed on it at Washington into an evolving 
postwar French naval programme. French decisions at Washington 
also reflected various domestic political pressures. Although atavistic 
yearnings for a vanished past surfaced, by and large French policy
makers maintained a realistic focus. Often perceived and portrayed in 
France at the time as a French defeat, only amour propre and not 
French interests suffered at Washington. French decisions there 
subsequently blended harmoniously into interwar French naval 
policy. An assessment of the French role at Washington may dimin
ish, but does not completely destroy, the accomplishments of the 
conference. 

As the First World War ended, the French gazed back longingly at 
the recent past for their naval basing point, while other major naval 
powers emphasized more the present. In the Washington context, each 
participant pursued its own advantage. For example, following the 
conclusion of the Washington Conference, the signatories attempted 
to persuade non-participants to limit their navies. According to 
Salvador de Madariaga, one Spanish admiral agreed to such entreaties, 
dependent upon the year fixed as a measure. His British counterpart 
offered '1921': the Spaniard replied '15 8 8 '. 1 Loyal to the same 
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principle, the French Navy regarded the large naval programme of 
1912 with nostalgia: before the Great War the French had ranked 
fourth behind Great Britain, Germany, and the United States, and had 
been followed by Japan and Italy. During the First World War they 
sacrificed the growth of their Navy to produce armaments, while the 
British, Americans and Japanese launched major naval construction 
campaigns. After the war, the French still ranked fourth, behind 
Great Britain, the United States and Japan, but their Navy was 
declining, Japan had passed them by, and Italy was closing the gap.2 

As the French turned to postwar planning, the Navy called its most 
extensive proposal the 'Normal Programme', perhaps a semantic 
linkage to their prewar halcyon days,3 and they hoped that 1912-14 
rather than 1921 would serve as a basis for discussions at 
Washington. 4 In this light, long before the conference, perceptions of 
national interests and colonial ambitions drove the French towards 
planning significant postwar naval construction. 

Three factors guided postwar French naval strategy and dictated a 
Mediterranean focus. First, if French paranoia about the onset of 
another European war became reality then the Navy needed to be 
capable of carrying large numbers of colonial troops to the 
metropole. 5 

Second, the Mediterranean served as the imperial road to the whole 
far-flung French Empire, still the second largest in the world. A 
colonial lobby, partly hidden from view but with visible leaders, 
exerted enduring pressure for naval construction. 6 Georges Leygues 
became perhaps the most prominent spokesman for colonial interests, 
particularly in the eastern Mediterranean and Syria. As an influential 
deputy, briefly premier in 1920, and long-term Navy Minister, he 
shaped the interwar Navy as much as any other individual. 7 Wishing 
to become the Colbert of the Third Republic, in a speech of June 1920 
Leygues repeated the words of Louis XIV's Minister: 'Without the 
navy one can neither sustain war nor profit from peace'.8 As premier, 
he implored his parliamentary colleagues to secure for France 'politi
cal, economic, naval bases' in the eastern Mediterranean.9 He called 
the Mediterranean 'the axis of its [French] policy'. Asia Minor, and 
particularly Syria, was 'the most important crossroads of world 
routes' .10 Aristide Briand, Leygues' successor as President of the 
Council, the mediator of French policy during the Washington 
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Conference, also asserted the significance of the Mediterranean. 
Briand added another reason for holding Syria when he told the 
Finance Committee of the Chamber of Deputies that the 'one thing 
that counted' in foreign affairs was 'the "do ut des", when one has 
money for barter ... the concrete and solid to offer' .11 Briand may 
have been reflecting the impact of the colonial lobby, which promoted 
the interwar naval building programme. 

Third, and closely related, the leaders of France, similarly to those 
of other industrialized countries, were becoming aware of the all but 
ultimate importance of oil for modern economies. Henry Berenger, 
Georges Clemenceau's Commissioner for Gasoline and Oil and a 
highly influential French political figure, reported to the premier in 
December 1919: 'For the French, as for the English, oil has become 
the very condition for existence as a great nation. Not to possess it in 
one's own right is to lose more than territories, it is to lose industrial, 
commercial, maritime, and military independence'. Since 'only Asia 
Minor' could provide that resource for France, Berenger urged focus
ing French policy in 'the Mediterranean Levant and the Black and 
Caspian Seas' on the priority of oilY In 1921, the Foreign Affairs 
Committee of the Chamber of Deputies, presided over by Leygues, 
alerted Briand to be vigilant concerning oil issues at Washington.U 
Two years later a Minister of the Navy told the Conseil Superieur de 
Ia Defense Nationale (CSDN- a rough equivalent in France at that 
time of today's National Security Council in the United States), 'The 
provisioning of oil . . . has as necessary condition the freedom of 
communications'. 14 

Rationales that combined appeals to national security, colonial 
empire, industrial survival, and prosperity, might potentially attract 
considerable political support in parliament, among the populace, 
and from industrial (including shipbuilding), financial, and commer
cial interests. In this context, in 1919 and 1920 the Navy developed 
its first postwar naval plans and programme. 

A year after France concluded the First World War, with Italy as an 
ally, Admiral Ronarc'H, the chief of the French Navy General Staff in 
1919, posited a 'most probable' future conflict against Italy or 
Germany, or both allied. The Navy's far from self-evident con
clusions in 1919 were significant because they embodied strands of 
French thinking that recurred in subsequent years and influenced 
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preparation for the Washington Conference. With the German Navy 
sharply reduced by the Versailles Treaty to 108,000 tons of active 
ships and 36,000 tons of reserve, 15 it was not easy to project a 
plausible short-term enemy in 1919. Ronarc'H assumed that Italy 
(even pre-Mussolini Italy) held a 'non acknowledged but certain 
ambition to dominate in the Mediterranean', while French 'interests' 
in that sea precluded acceptance of these 'pretensions'. Germany 
would 'undoubtedly' strive to recover, with the 'ineluctable conse
quence' of an Italo-German accord. Such a threat 'would be precar
ious' for France, requiring a substantial French Navy or diplomacy 
that avoided an ltalo-German opponent. Ronarc'H drew the con
clusion that the future French Navy should be equal to or stronger 
than the Italian, and, if possible, equal to the combined German and 
Italian navies. Observing warily possible future wars with Great 
Britain, or between Great Britain and the United States, the report 
propounded a French Navy of sufficient weight to affect the naval 
balance between larger fleets. 16 

Additional planning followed in 1920 that began to be converted 
into potential naval laws for parliament's approval. In March 1920, 
Ronarc'H's successor as Navy Chief of Staff, Vice-Admiral H. 
Salaun, viewed France's 'most pressing' need as the western 
Mediterranean. Of significance for Washington, Salaun acknowl
edged a French superiority over Italy in battleships, the largest ships, 
but claimed a 'grave inferiority' in lighter vessels. He advocated 
recovering 'mastery' in the western Mediterranean that had been lost 
to Italy 'silently' during the First World WarY 

By September 1920, naval planning had coalesced into an import
ant report, enunciating the first comprehensive postwar naval pro
gramme and laying bare many of the premises that served as 
foundation under the interwar French Navy. The primary mission 
would be defending France, North Africa, and the waters between 
Africa and the metropole, across which the 'immense reservoirs' of 
potential soldiers for the French Army might be moved. The Navy 
assumed a Germany bent on revanche, a hostile Soviet Union that 
might ally with Germany, a Great Britain retreating back into 'splen
did isolation', and an Italy 'more ambitious than ever', with a 'dream 
of supplanting us [France] definitively as the major Mediterranean 
power'. The Navy would control Italian ambitions by establishing 
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clear French naval superiority in the Mediterranean. To do so, the 
report suggested two programmes. First, a 'Normal Programme' 
would establish dominance over Italy and Germany in the 
Mediterranean and North Sea respectively, but was too expensive. 
The Navy proposed a 'Minimum Programme' against Germany or 
Italy, really focused on Italy given the postwar naval restrictions on 
Germany, which would be flexible depending on naval construction 
abroad. Since France already held a 25 per cent advantage over Italy 
in battleships, and both countries had limited finances, Salaun con
cluded that there was 'no urgent necessity' to build the largest ships. 
On the contrary, France's alleged 'inferiority' in cruisers required 
vigorous attention. More than a year before the Washington 
Conference, therefore, the French Navy played down and put aside 
construction of capital ships. Next, parliamentary committees re
shaped naval laws in accord with political pressures and financial 
necessity .18 

When navy ministers went courting support for naval laws in 
parliamentary committees, they received generally favourable but 
mixed receptions. The Navy Committee of the Chamber of Deputies 
offered encouragement. Gabriel Guist'hau, Navy Minister in 1921 
and a friend of Briand's, told it that finances as well as common sense 
made it 'madness' to pursue Great Britain, the United States, and 
Japan down the path of 'formidable construction'. Concentrate on 
'mastery' of the Mediterranean and 'superiority over Italy' in order to 
secure the transport of colonial troops and supplies, he advised.19 

Ernest Flandin, a Navy Committee member, worried that in wartime 
Italian ships might dart out from behind island concealment and 
'interdict' oil-carrying vessels.20 Strong, but not unanimous, support 
also emerged in the committee for construction of a 'flotte d'appoint' 
(fleet of balance or fleet of difference), sufficient to be taken into 
account by the largest naval powers.21 An idiosyncratic factor 
influenced another aspect of the naval story. Count Gustave de 
Kerguezec, a persuasive member of the Navy and Finance 
Committees, implemented his idee fixe that submarines provided the 
key to French 'independence', while the battleship was 'absolutely out 
of date'. 22 De Kerguezec worked assiduously to slip considerable 
numbers of additional submarines into naval proposals, which aggra
vated the British; Admiral Grasser, Chief of the Navy General Staff in 
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1921, said that he would accept the extra submarines if Parliament 
wished the Navy to fight a coalition of Germany and Italy.23 

Scepticism about a naval arms race emerged too, particularly in the 
Finance Committee of the Chamber of Deputies. Laurent Bonnevay, 
Deputy of the Rhone, suggested that 'a certain disarmament' might be 
appropriate after a war. 'What power do you fear?' he asked.24 Marie 
Calary de Lamaziere, Deputy of the Seine, wanted to know what 
made the Italian Navy 'so imposing', and added, 'Have you envi
sioned a limitation of armaments?'25 Noting Italy's financial weak
ness, deputies urged negotiations.26 However, in November 1920, 
Navy Minister Landry replied, 'A conversation with Italy would be 
completely inopportune at this time - she will ask us for the status 
quo. She is superior.'27 Actually, a small number of influential voices, 
including Georges Leygues' and a high-ranking naval officer's, ad
vised against regarding Italy solely as a potential enemy. 28 Pressure 
from the Finance Committee of the Chamber of Deputies, as well as 
financial constraints, provided other parts of Briand's luggage for the 
Washington Conference. I would speculate further that finance minis
tries and finance committees of legislatures, acting for practical 
reasons, have contributed substantially to arms limitation in the 
twentieth century where it has occurred. 

Despite disputes over the naval laws, a consensus existed before 
Washington. Indeed, much of the disagreement remained behind 
closed committee doors because, as de Keguezec said, they must never 
discuss in the Chamber of Deputies who was the target of their 
programme.29 More importantly, the Navy and the politicians con
curred in relegating battleships to a lower priority than the lighter 
vessels deemed essential for domination of the Mediterranean. 
Geography, chronic conflicts of interests, a need for some tangible 
'enemy', and a resurgence of Italian nationalism led a number of 
French policy makers to distrust France's southern neighbour.30 

How, then,"can the accord at Washington that seemed to enshrine 
Franco-Italian naval equality be explained? 

Among the myths that grew up around French participation at 
Washington was that their delegation arrived unprepared. In fact, 
Vice-Admiral Ferdinand de Bon, the chief French naval expert at 
the conference, brought along a mixed bag of instructions, reflect
ing temptations towards lost grandeur, atavistic anglophobia, and 
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realistic analysis. One set of contingency plans suggested a future 
French tilt towards the United States in the event of an Anglo
American war, because the United States would agree more easily to 
continuing restraints on Germany. Implementation of this pro
American policy, since France lacked the financial means to build 
capital ships, required sufficient lighter vessels and submarines to tip 
the balance against Great Britain. Moreover, in such circumstances the 
English would ally with Italy; therefore France needed to be stronger 
than Italy in the Mediterranean. In order to preserve its colonies France 
should remain neutral if war broke out between the United States and 
Japan. On the other hand, a conflict involving the United States against 
Japan and Great Britain would cost France its colonies.31 

More useful, and of great significance in deciphering French re
sponses at Washington, was a 'Note on the Limitation of Armaments' 
developed by the Naval General Staff, approved by the Navy 
Ministry, and forwarded to Briand.32 Before Washington, Navy 
Minister Guist'hau sketched the Navy's point of view, in conver
sation with the President of the Council.33 The Navy resented making 
current naval levels the yardstick for arms limitation, since France 
would be locked into a position of 'inferiority'. 'Does France want to 
be a great nation' (the Navy asked) and have a Navy that could 
defend its policy? France might face German-Italian or German
Russian coalitions. The stronger the French Navy, the greater 
France's weight would be in 'world councils'. The note expressed 
latent anglophobia, a wish to compete with the British Empire. An 
earlier draft even anticipated potential American aid for French naval 
development as a balance against Anglo-Japanese cooperation. 
Adopting a 'politique du pauvre' (policy of the poor), the French 
Navy advocated one maximum global tonnage for all, sufficiently low 
that countries of sufficient means might reach it through 'sacrifice'. 
The French fall-back position would accept a slightly higher tonnage 
for Great Britain and the United States, with Japan, France, and Italy 
together on the next rung, at least two-thirds of the higher figure. 
Since the Japanese Navy had been smaller than France's fleet before 
the First World War, France would demand equality with it at 
Washington. France would accept Italy at the same level, in theory, as 
long as the tonnage was pegged sufficiently high that France's greater 
financial strength would guarantee de facto superiority.34 
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Regarding the Italian position, de Bon's instructions predicted, 'For 
Italy, seeking Mediterranean naval supremacy, the only interesting 
navy in its eyes is the French, which it proposes to equal, then to 
surpass. Italian naval construction depends on ours'.35 Temporarily 
failing to accept diminished French financial resources, mistakenly 
projecting Anglo-American conflict, de Bon's guidance anticipated 
the Italian policy of parity with France. Although de Bon's guidelines 
strayed beyond the more practical focus of postwar naval planning, 
they were still potentially reconcilable with main postwar themes. 

Aristide Briand, President of the Council of Ministers and Foreign 
Minister, personally led an impressive array of officials and military 
experts to the naval festival on the Potomac.36 Briand had become a 
legend: the man who read little but understood everything, not a 
details person, not one to cross the t's or dot the i's (Philippe Berthelot 
often provided those services). As one observer wrote, 

Born improviser, Briand at the tribune had invisible antennae. 
This is the only orator whom I have ever seen capable of ending 
an oratorical phrase - in the face of certain murmurs - other
wise than he had begun, like a cat turning in flight to fall on its 
paws.37 

In appearance before parliamentary committees, he provided pluralis
tic explications of his actions depending on the audiences. He was a 
master of politics. He made no gratuitous enemies. Nonetheless, he 
was more than just an opportunist: persistent, realistic and practical, 
concerned with French interests, at times idealistic too.38 Briand's 
acute political instincts served him well as he scrambled to keep up 
with Washington's fluid events and adapt developments there to 
French domestic politics. 

Why did Briand choose to attend the conference's opening sessions 
personally in spite of criticisms at home?39 In the two years since the 
Paris Peace Conference, the second half of the central compromise in 
achieving the Versailles Treaty, Germany's retention of the Rhineland 
in return for an Anglo-American promise to guarantee French secur
ity, had disappeared. Left alone in the sea of their paranoia towards 
Germany, one of the major weaknesses in the structure of interwar 
international relations, the French sought repeatedly throughout the 
1920s to recover the broken Anglo-American promises of 1919. 
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Briand may have hoped to probe delicately for the lost security 
guarantees, either through establishing a special relationship with the 
United States or through a mediation between the Americans and the 
British.40 Other reasons for Briand's personal participation were his 
appreciation of the increasing weight of the United States on the 
world scene and his desire to protect and elucidate France's position 
on land armaments. The French assumption of an Anglo-American 
rivalry at Washington collapsed immediately. After, probably cir
cumspectly, gauging the temper of American leaders,41 Briand's acute 
psycho-political antennae told him at once that the path towards the 
United States was at least temporarily closed. With his usual oratori
cal virtuosity, on 21 November he defended France's need for a large 
army against Germany and a possible German-Soviet combination, 
unless the First World War Allies provided security guarantees.42 

Soon thereafter, while the conference was still in its early stages, he 
left Washington with a third of the French delegation. 

On 12 November, Briand had listened to Secretary of State Charles 
Evans Hughes' stunning proposal for a 5-5-3 naval ratio between the 
United States, Great Britain, and Japan, and the scrapping of hun
dreds of thousands of tons of older ships, as well as new ones still 
rising in the dockyards.43 Amid the panoply of the conference's 
opening, however, and during subsequent weeks, French prestige 
suffered a series of assaults. At the inaugural session, the British and 
Americans sat at the principal table, while the French delegation was 
placed amidst those of the British Dominions. Although this was 
quickly rectified, the French viewed the slight as symbolic of their 
mistreatment at the conference.44 More substantively, in his opening 
speech Hughes excluded France and Italy from the first and decisive 
round of negotiations between the 'Big Three', citing their experi
ences in the First World War, apparently referring to their lack of 
recent large-scale naval construction.45 In a third incident, on 23 
November, after a vigorous but appropriate exchange of views on 
land armaments between Briand and Carlo Schanzer, the head Italian 
delegate, newspapers distorted the French premier's words, causing 
riots in Italy.46 

For a month, while they 'cooled their heels' impatiently, awaiting 
the decisions of others, the French clarified their thoughts about naval 
arms limitation. They protested at their exclusion, and Hughes re-
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sponded, 'Fear nothing and wait, France will be satisfied'.47 De Bon 
told Briand that Hughes' plan would reduce the distance between 
France and the larger navies. 48 He also informed Paris of Italy's desire 
for parity with France at the lowest possible level.49 Naval authorities 
in Paris instructed de Bon, and advised Briand, to demand at least 
equality with Japan in global tonnage, equality with the strongest 
nation in submarines, and to oppose parity with Italy. 5° De Bon also 
forewarned the Navy Ministry in Paris that their 350,000 ton figure 
for capital ships was in trouble: even Briand thought it 'excessive'. 51 

Finally, on 15 December 1921, the waiting ended as Hughes 
communicated to the French and Italians the famous battleship ratios 
and tonnages: 5, 5, 3, 1.75, 1.75 (525,000 tons, 525,000, 315,000, 
175,000, 175,000). American experts had worked out the figures 
while taking the British point of view into account. At first, the 
Americans had granted France the same figure as Japan, but the 
British had wanted equality with the combined Japanese plus French 
fleetsP The American Secretary of State attempted to conciliate the 
French by including France, against British opposition, in the Four
Power Treaty for the Pacific that replaced the Anglo-Japanese 
accord. 53 

The French delegation immediately regarded their assigned ton
nage and parity with Italy in capital ships with 'stupefaction', and 
reaffirmed their right to replace ten battleships over 20 years, 
350,000 tons.54 De Bon suspected that the 175,000-ton proposal 
represented a British and American goal of 'absolute supremacy' over 
the world lines of communication.55 Earlier in November, the French 
naval expert had witnessed Hughes' displeasure when confronted 
with France's maximum demands. According to de Bon later, the 
French thought that Hughes had accepted a 280,000-ton figure, 
which the French had reached in conversations among themselves. 
The American Secretary of State may have mentioned 175,000 tons 
to Ambassador Jusserand.56 

Since de Bon had sensed earlier the impracticality of the 350,000-
ton figure and Briand's own scepticism regarding it, why did he 
reiterate a demand that threatened the Anglo-American-Japanese 
accord? Throughout the conference, the French delegation implored 
the conference to take into account France's 1914 position, wartime 
sacrifices, and 'needs' as the second largest empire. 57 In response to a 
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parliamentary inquiry, the Navy Ministry answered that de Bon had 
simply followed orders to demand equality with Japan.58 Albert 
Sarraut, head of the French delegation after 14 December, and 
Briand, later told the Chamber of Deputies that the French delegation 
had feared the extension of the ratios for capital ships to lighter 
vessels and submarines. 59 

Parity with Italy then became a decisive issue, as Italy immediately 
supported Hughes' ratios because they contained parity with France 
at a reduced tonnage.60 Going farther, the Italians also asserted that 
Briand had agreed to the principle of Franco-Italian parity.61 The 
French premier admitted that in a conversation with Schanzer he had 
concurred in parity on battleships, but not on lighter vessels; de Bon 
had gone along because the decision lacked 'importance'. At the end 
of 1922 Briand described his contacts with the Italians this way: 

The Italian Delegation let me know that, when the maximum 
figure for capital ships would be discussed, it intended to request 
a figure equal to that of France; this was for it a political 
necessity. It asked me: 'Will you oppose?' I consulted Admiral 
de Bon who answered: 'No inconvenience as long as the whole 
question of the second line fleet will be reserved.' I then 
informed the representative of the Italian Delegation that, if he 
touched that proposition lightly, I would not raise any objec
tion. That was all. There was no other engagement.62 

On 17 December 1921, Sarraut accepted 'the principle of parity', but 
not de facto equality. Italy could construct its Navy up to the French 
limit.63 Sarraut clearly assumed that the French level for the ships that 
mattered most to them would be beyond Italy's financial capabilities, 
while Schanzer believed that he had gained the principle of parity 
with France on all categories of vessels.64 On the same 17 December, 
Briand and his close colleague Philippe Berthelot stiffened the tone, if 
not the substance, of their message to their representatives in 
Washington, emphasizing that the French and Italian situations were 
'not at all comparable' and that 'equality' would grant Italy 'real 
superiority in the Mediterranean'. Paris 'could' concede on 'offensive 
... and most costly' battleships if the conference recognized French 
demands for 330,000 tons of lighter vessels and 90,000 tons of 
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submarines. 65 Parity provided the backdrop for the French response 
to the major crisis of the conference. 

In a firm letter of 16 December, Hughes virtually compelled French 
compliance with the accord, warning that the higher end of the ratios 
depended on French and Italian acceptance of the 1.75 figure; there
fore the burden for the success or failure of the conference fell 
temporarily on French shoulders. Hughes argued that France had 
gained from the reduction of larger navies. Italy had come on board 
showing the proper economic priorities, and France should recon
struct its country rather than build battleships. Not too subtly, the 
Secretary of State thereby threatened economic and financial reprisals 
from France's major creditor.66 With alacrity, on 18 December 
Briand responded affirmatively, as long as the conference acceded to 
French demands on lighter ships. The premier warned that 
Parliament would turn his Government out if he accepted the exten
sion of ratios to lighter vessels.67 Later, de Bon condemned the 
personal exchange over the heads of the French delegation.68 

The French position hardened as the conference moved to extend 
limits to other categories of ships. To some extent this reflected 
mounting domestic pressures. Alexandre Millerand, the President of 
the Republic, the Navy Committee of the Chamber of Deputies, the 
French Maritime and Colonial League, a pressure group, and De 
Kerguezec, who posed an interpellation in Parliament, all became 
restive.69 Briand, in London from 18 to 22 December for conver
sations with the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, that 
opened the route to Cannes, Genoa and Locarno, was kept informed 
of Parisian sentiments by his friend Guist'hau, who thought addi
tional concessions 'impossible'?0 Paris forwarded at least some of the 
same information to Washington for Sarraut, who was also the 
Minister of Colonies. 71 Paris ordered Sarraut to adhere to the 
330,000/90,000 tonnages.72 Briand stated that Parliament would 
'never' approve the sacrifice of 'defensive ships'.73 With reference to 
Italy, the premier said, 'Concerning Italy on light ships and submar
ines, we present no obstacle to its obtaining the same figure as ours, 
but we do not accept that its figure serves as a base upon which to fix 
ours'.74 

As the conference began to debate submarines on 22 Decem
ber 1921, Hughes and the French delegation clashed again. On 
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submarines, the British favoured abolition, the Italians parity with 
France, and the Americans ratios. 75 The Secretary of State heatedly 
wanted to know against whom the French targeted their submarines, 
while Sarraut replied bluntly in kind, demanding against whom the 
Americans and British planned to use their 525,000 tons of battle
ships.76 Irritated by the Italians on a number of issues, the French 
opposed their entry into the Four-Power Pact in the Pacific. 77 French 
officials in Paris considered reducing their figure on lighter ships to 
320,000 tons, but Briand vetoed the suggestion as too little or too 
much.78 De Bon reported that French intransigence on submarines (a 
position he favoured) might create a 'rupture'.79 The French delega
tion received directions to hold firm, awaiting decisions in Paris. 

A decisive meeting of the Conseil Superieur de Ia Defense Nationale 
on 26 December 1921 pulled together the diverse threads of French 
policy at Washington. First, Vice-Admiral Grasser, head of the Navy 
General Staff, regretted the reduced tonnage of capital ships, but 
emphasized lighter vessels against Germany or Italy. In its 'Note of 
presentation to the CSDN', the Navy General Staff asserted that in 
the event of a war with Italy it was 'absolutely indispensable' to 
secure French 'communications with North Africa'. Greater numbers 
of light ships and submarines than Italy possessed were essential to 
fulfilling the task. The tonnage had to be sufficiently high that, with 
'the actual troubled status of its finances', Italy could not achieve it. 
The 330,000/90,000 figures would 'probably' be adequate. Briand 
advocated 'willing' compliance with the Washington tonnages of 
capital ships, since they prevented the gap between France and the 
larger naval powers from increasing and 'avoid armaments whose 
cost (poids) the parliament would never have accepted'. Basically, the 
premier defended France's position on lighter ships, but he revealed 
qualms at this moment and others. He worried that 'the rupture of 
the Conference of Washington will put us up against the English and 
American war debts'. Paul Doumer, Minister of Finance, a former 
Governor-General of Indochina, assassinated in 1932 as President of 
the Republic, emphasized fiscal realities. France could not afford to 
construct both ships of the line and large numbers of auxiliary vessels, 
nor could it have a huge army and a huge navy. Did the Navy really 
intend to build 330,000 tons of lighter ships and 90,000 tons of 
submarines? Doumer asked, and Briand reinforced the question. 
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Guist'hau, the Navy Minister, called the tonnages 'indispensable' and 
the costs 'inevitable'. Vice-Admiral Grasset now stated more un
equivocally his preference in new construction for lighter ships over 
battleships. Just because Washington granted France the right to 
175,000 tons of capital ships, France did not have to build them, he 
remarked. Guist'hau added that he would not 'spend one centime to 
construct the 175,000 tons of capital ships accorded to France'. 
Briand 'regretted' not having been aware of these views earlier, for 
they would have facilitated trade-offs between capital ships and 
lighter vessels and submarines at Washington.80 

The Council of Ministers ratified the conclusions of the CSDN. On 
27 December 1921 Paris forwarded the following instructions to the 
French delegation in Washington: 

The figures of 330,000 tons for light ships and 90,000 tons for 
submarines remain definitively fixed and you have mandate not 
to cede on these figures .... If the government did not maintain 
that position, it is certain that the Parliament would not ratify 
the accord. 81 

After they had established their obduracy on lighter ships and 
submarines, the French serve kicked high and wide into the British 
court. A persistent British propaganda campaign pilloried the French 
throughout the conference. 82 As their hope for substantial reductions 
in submarines foundered, rather than accept the 330,000/90,000 
French figures, the British shifted and refused to accept any limits on 
lighter vessels (particularly cruisers). 83 The decision freed France to 
build the interwar Navy that the Naval General Staff and civilian 
politicians had placed on the drawing board and that the country's 
finances permitted. 

For the French, the remainder of the conference was anticlimactic. 
At moments, American and British anger towards French policies 
broke through; for example, Hughes grumbled that perhaps the 
United States might watch from the sidelines as France grappled with 
its 'economic situation'.84 As the conference reached additional 
accords on ratios for aircraft carriers, on the size of cruisers, and in 
other areas, the French avoided giving addititional offence. 85 France 
also approved a proposal by Elihu Root condemning assaults by 
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submarines on merchant vessels, which became an annex to the 
Treaty, but was never presented to the French Parliament.86 

Briand made practical choices during the Washington Conference 
that could potentially find significant support in parliament and 
among domestic pressure groups. The French achieved their mini
mum demands at Washington, and the conference did not inhibit 
their naval development. Later, Briand proudly proclaimed 
Washington as an example of France's capacity to participate in an 
international conference and mollify potential allies, to offer con
cessions on a secondary issue while securing primary concerns, and to 
reach an accord that· reduced armaments and costs while permitting 
France to construct a 'modern Navy'.87 Finance Committees of the 
Chamber of Deputies and Senate, and the Finance Ministry, could 
accept Washington because it avoided blockbuster expenditures. The 
broad centre of the political spectrum, from the centre right to the 
centre left, could support Washington because it did not hinder what 
came to appear to be a practical naval policy. Even the parliamentary 
navy committees and colonial interests could go along with 
Washington, because it allowed construction of the ships they wanted 
for the Mediterranean. 

In the short run, though, segments of the French right reacted 
negatively, toppled Briand's Government, and contributed to endur
ing misperceptions of the Washington Conference as a disaster for 
France. Charles Maurras, leader of the Action Fran~aise, symbolized 
the outrage of French nationalists when, later, he tersely wrote, 'The 
King of France would have had Briand shot on his return from 
Washington', and called the Conference 'Trafalgar 11'.88 Some of the 
French right resisted recognition of France's dire financial straits. 
Even moderate French conservatives resented French exclusion from 
decision-making, regarded parity with Italy as an indignity, and 
feared that parity might be extended to other categories of ships. 
Some exploited Washington for political gain. Raymond Poincare, 
former President of the Council and President of the Republic, wrote 
of Briand's return from Washington, 'He opened his valise and 
loyally showed that it was empty'. 89 Poincare then rode discontent 
with Washington and other factors back to power as premier in 
January 1922. 

A more astute, skilful, and calculating politician than his com-
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monly held image suggested, Raymond Poincare dawdled, but still 
guided the Washington treaty through parliament. He knew that the 
accord posed no obstacles to French naval development. Beneath 
some public criticism, in private the French Navy could live with the 
Treaty, as long as the '0.33 coefficient' did not become permanent, 
and France defined parity with Italy narrowly.90 The Navy also 
regarded as an 'error' the widely held opinion that France had 
'consented to grave sacrifices' at Washington.91 In the face of pressure 
from the right, some of which corresponded to his own views, 
Poincare attached reservations to the Treaty: 

The French Government estimates, and has always estimated, 
that relations of global tonnages of ships of the line and aircraft 
carriers attributed to each of the contracting powers do not 
express the respective importance of the maritime interests of 
these powers, and cannot be extended to categories of ships 
other than those for which they have been expressly 
stipulated. 92 

During the parliamentary debate, the left as well as the right criticized 
the Treaty; for example, the Socialist Deputy, Alexandre Bracke 
(Alexandre Desrousseaux) stated: 

The pretended disarmament of the accords of Washington is not 
a disarmament of peace, but a disarmament of war. All the 
powers that participated have argued with the idea of being 
able, if the Ol:~asion arises, of making war in the best conditions 
and cheaper. In that which concerns us, we have arranged to 
keep our liberty of construction of light ships and submarines 
and that example suffices to establish that they have not ser
iously wanted a plan of disarmament.93 

Still, in July 1923, large majorities in the Chamber of Deputies and 
Senate approved the Washington treaty, with reservations.94 

Conservatives were mollified by an extensive naval programme that 
was beginning to be put into effect. 

Taking the Washington Conference into account, in 1922 the 
French Navy General Staff revised the 'Minimum Programme' of 
1920 and developed a Naval Statute that guided construction of the 
interwar Navy and looked ahead as far as 20 years. Given France's 
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finances, which precluded building capital ships in the short run at 
least, the Navy General Staff assessed that Washington posed little 
hindrance. Only the principle of parity with Italy worried the Navy, 
which recommended not renewing the treaty in 1935 unless France 
could excise parity from it. Germany was 'the most probable 
adversary', and Italy, given its geography athwart French sea-lanes to 
North Africa, 'the most dangerous adversary'. The Navy General 
Staff's report on the programme proposed a 25 per cent margin of 
superiority over each, which, given the Versailles Treaty's restrictions 
on Germany, was more difficult to achieve over Italy. Since France 
already led Italy in capital ships, the Navy would postpone decisions 
on those vessels unless faced with an initiative by a continental 
power. They gave priority to the light fleet. 95 

A number of considerations determined that the Naval Statute 
would never be discussed as a whole by Parliament and would be 
implemented in slices over a long period. The Navy favoured such a 
process because it could take into account changes in naval construc
tion abroad.96 French governments and politicians wished to avoid 
the disruption of sensitive reparations and war debt negotiations that 
would probably occur if the full extent of France's naval programme 
became public knowledge. Legislators also guarded their prerogative 
of annual approval of budgets. France's troubled finances favoured a 
step by step approach. Finally, French leaders feared the harm to 
foreign relations that might follow a frank public discussion of 
potential enemies in future wars. 97 

The rise to power of the bellicose Fascist regime in Italy in October 
1922 gave added impetus to the naval programme. The French left 
was hostile to Italian Fascism on ideological grounds, which for many 
probably facilitated support of naval construction. Even most of the 
French right, regardless of its considerable sympathy for Italian 
Fascism's domestic ideology and practices, was not prepared to sacri
fice French interests and French colonies to bolster impassioned pleas 
for closer French relations with Fascist Italy.98 In some ways, as early 
as 1919, 1920, and 1922, perhaps by 1924, certainly by 1929, French 
naval officials assumed a potential German-Italian enemy.99 

From 1922 to 1934, the French Navy and governments of different 
persuasions proposed naval laws, French parliaments approved them, 
and French arsenals constructed the interwar fleet: 100 
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1924-31,000 tons 
1925 - 48,000 
1926 - 42,000 
1927- 33,000 

1928 - 2,258 tons 
1929 - 35,800 
1930 - 42,600 
1931 - 46,600 
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1932 - 37,500 tons 
1933-0 
1934-31,800 

Amidst the massive rearmament of the second half of the 1930s, 
naval expenditures increased.101 In an excellent unpublished article 
on interwar French naval policy, Philippe Masson, the prominent 
French naval historian, working inside the Navy, characterized the 
Washington Conference as resulting in, beyond damaged 'pride', few 
'servitudes'. He lauded, and from the Navy's perspective rehabili
tated, interwar French governments and parliaments, which, in coor
dination with the Navy General Staff, had constructed a major 'light 
fleet' in a very difficult financial 'climate'. Masson suggested that 
navies might best be made in periods of 'detente' after wars. 102 

When the Second World War came in 1939, the French Navy 
remained competitive with the German and Italian fleets, although 
the latter contained greater combined tonnage. 103 Chalmers Hood III 
writes, 'By any measure of comparison, Admiral Darlan's fleet of 
1939 was far better prepared for war than either the army or the air 
force'. 104 Ironically and tragically, perhaps the French interwar con
struction programmes succeeded too well. During the dreadful sum
mer of 1940, after the French defeat, and as the survival of the United 
Kingdom hung on a thread, in trepidation about the consequences if 
the French fleet should fall into German hands, in July 1940 Winston 
Churchill and the British attacked a part of it at Mers-el-Kebir, with 
heavy loss of French sailors' lives. When the Germans occupied all of 
France in November 1942, the French themselves scuttled approxi
mately half of the remainder at Toulon.105 Thus, tragedy and destruc
tion ended the two-decade saga of France and the Washington 
Conference. 

In conclusion, let me add some observations about the French role 
at the Washington Conference in the contexts of interwar France, 
twentieth-century France, and twentieth-century arms limitation. The 
1919 report of Admiral Ronarc'H, the 1920 'Normal' and 'Mini
mum' Programmes, the 1922 Naval Statute, and. the interwar naval 
building programme all focused on the Mediterranean and light ships 
(cruisers, destroyers, submarines, others, but not capital ships). 
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France's weakened finances, the widely accepted priority of ferrying 
colonial troops to distant European battlefields, and the supporters of 
France's colonial empire all contributed to the consistent implemen
tation of French policy. During the Washington Conference, Briand 
discovered with difficulty this wide French naval consensus. The 
political viability of Briand's Washington policy was proven when 
Poincare shepherded the Treaty, with reservations, through the shoals 
of Parliament, and when the makers of the interwar Navy comforta
bly reconciled Washington and the Naval Statute. In reality, the 
Washington Treaty made it easier for France to concentrate on its 
primary naval objectives. The French lost prestige, little else, at 
Washington. National prestige matters, though, particularly in dom
estic politics, and Briand's Government fell because of Washington 
and other reasons. 

Given the French lead in battleships over Italy, French acquiescence 
at Washington in equality with Italy in capital ships that the French 
Navy did not intend to build soon was what I have called elsewhere 'a 
parity that wasn't' or 'The Parity that Meant Superiority'. 106 Indeed, 
the French designed their interwar policy and their participation at 
Washington to achieve superiority over Italy. French policy at 
Washington embodied the opposite of parity. The word 'parity' was 
not used in the Washington treaty. 107 Briand's and the French hand
ling of the parity issue at Washington created a long-time parity 
morass. On the one hand, planning prior to Washington and policy 
there grudgingly granted Italy equality, and on 17 December Sarraut 
accepted the principle of parity. On the other hand, and consistently 
without exception, the French affirmed naval levels high enough that 
Italy could not meet them. The French accepted the idea of Franco
Italian parity at Washington only because they emphatically rejected 
its de facto realization. The Franco-Italian parity issue became one of 
the long-playing conundrums of the interwar years. 108 

Naval policy reflected some of the dilemmas of interwar French 
foreign policy. With a large empire and extensive European role, 
France attempted to remain one of the world's major powers with 
diminished resources. Soon after the First World War, French naval 
planning envisaged opposing alliances of Germany-Italy-Soviet 
Union. It is startling, even somewhat eerie, to come across these post
Great War Cassandra-like forecasts of the summer of 1939, although 
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at least, with reference to the decade 1919-1929, one might ask 
whether French policies helped create self-fulfilling prophecies. 
French relations with Germany and the Soviet Union, for different 
reasons, became the great interwar puzzles that French policy-makers 
never solved. With regard to Italy, although it was a significant 
component of the European power balance, French vulnerabilities led 
French leaders and political opinion to construct an extraordinary 
mirage of its southern neighbour between the wars, exaggerating, in 
our story, its danger as a potential enemy, and later its strength as a 
potential ally. The Washington Conference also highlighted France's 
chronic problems with Great Britain and the United States. If the 
British and Americans had really wanted the wholehearted partici
pation of the French in the Washington Conference, they might have 
offered an exchange of the security guarantee their leaders had pro
mised their First World War ally two years before for French accept
ance of limits on lighter ships and submarines. Such a proposal, if 
jointly offered by the British and Americans, and if open-ended 
chronologically, would have posed a difficult choice for the French. In 
December 1921 in London, and in January 1922 at Cannes, Lloyd 
George and Briand discussed such a trade-off, as did the British Prime 
Minister and Poincare after Briand's resignation, but Lloyd George 
offered relatively little in return for French concessions: too little and 
perhaps too late. 109 The British and Americans pursued their own 
self-interest (as did the French), and largely left France to wander its 
own path. 

In the broader context of twentieth-century history, French policies 
at the Washington Conference and French interwar naval policy 
reflect attempts to grapple with diminished power, and with reduced 
human, material, and financial resources. In this regard, reflexive 
desires to compete as equals agaiJilst the largest naval powers need to 
be contrasted with proposals to create a {lotte d'appoint (fleet of 
balance). Aspects of French interwar naval policy reveal a France in 
difficult transition from a major power to a significant intermediary 
power striving to maintain its independence and to preserve the 
necessity for other powers to take it into account. 110 

Was the Washington Conference on the limitation of armaments a 
success? The French pursued their own interests more than arms 
limitation. The French role emphasizes a need for future arms 
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limitation negotiators (and for historians) to take into account the 
perspectives and policies of other powers in addition to the strongest, 
and to concentrate more on other categories of ships or weapons 
systems beneath the largest. If the French followed something less 
than a policy of enlightened self-interest, so, too, did the British and 
Americans in their failure to offer a joint, open-ended guarantee of 
French security against Germany} 11 

Salvador de Madariaga presented a friend's 'parable' of the 
Washington Conference. In Renaissance Italy there lived five wealthy 
bankers, 'loving their good wives and enjoying their still better mis
tresses'. The two wealthiest had mistresses beyond count, while the 
other three had a 'comfortable number'. Then bad economic times 
forced retrenchment. The bankers met in conference and solemnly 
agreed that the wealthiest two would limit themselves to five, the next 
to three, and the last two would retain only one mistress each, with 
occasional visits to another. The conferees publicized 'that their 
sacrifices were made in deference to the sanctity of marriage' .112 Even 
though the French story at Washington is one of a certain 
Machiavellianism, self-interest, and parity lost, I am reluctant to 
conclude with a totally negative assessment of the Washington treaty. 
The period from 1921 to 1935 (or until1933), at least with regard to 
Europe, and the period from 1935 to 1940, were very different.ll 3 In 
relation to armaments, a measure of order and limits is better than 
none. Even if flawed, a limitation of the largest and most costly 
weapons still offers a beneficial 'precedent'. 114 
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Italian Naval Power and 
the Washington Disarmament 

Conference of 1921-22 

BRIAN R. SULLIVAN 

The Italians played a relatively minor part in the negotiations for the 
Treaty on Limitation of Naval Armament signed in Washington on 6 
February 1922, but Italy acquired major advantages from the treaty. 
Indeed, judged by their positions before and after, of the countries 
which took part in the conference Italy made the greatest gains. The 
Italians entered the negotiations as the weakest by far of the five 
leading naval powers. They left the conference with signed guarantees 
of parity in capital ships with the French by the following decade. 
Even more impressive, the Italians had acquired the right to build a 
fleet of battleships one-third the size of the Royal Navy's. These 
concessions and the freedom to build as many cruisers, destroyers and 
submarines as Italy could afford would allow the Italians to mount a 
creditable challenge to French and British domination of the 
Mediterranean by the late 1930s. Considering the situation confront
ing the Italian Navy at the outbreak of the First World War, just 
seven years before, this represented an extraordinary diplomatic 
achievement. 

In the period preceding the First World War, the Regia Marina had 
benefited greatly from the unprecedented expansion of the Italian 
economy that had begun in the late 1890s. Enhanced government 
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revenues had allowed the Italian Navy to outspend its ally-yet-rival, 
the Austro-Hungarian Navy, by better than two to one in the years 
1900-1913. During the period from 1898 to 1915, Italian shipyards 
had laid down six pre-dreadnoughts, six dreadnoughts and four super 
dreadnoughts. In comparison, the Austro-Hungarians had laid down 
six pre-dreadnoughts and four dreadnoughts during that time. While 
the Italians had feared the possibility of war with the Hapsburg 
Monarchy, as members of the Triple Alliance they had prepared for 
war with France. 1 

When measured against the French Navy of the time, the Regia 
Marina was far less impressive. The French had laid down 12 pre
dreadnoughts, seven dreadnoughts and five super dreadnoughts be
tween 1898 and 1914. They planned to start construction on four 
more super dreadnoughts in January-April 1915. By 1922, the 
French Parliament had decreed the creation of a battle fleet of 28 
modern battleships. The Italians could not hope to match such a 
construction programme. In the decade before the First World War, 
the Italian GNP hovered at a level about half that of France. In the 
period 1900-1914, the Italians had spent the equivalent of about 
$483 million on their navy, while the French had spent $1 billion. 
More to the point, naval construction by the Italians had totalled 
about $140 million during those years, while the French had laid out 
more than three times as much for new warships - $440 million. 2 

Nonetheless, prior to the First World War, the Regia Marina had 
developed highly aggressive plans in case of conflict with the French. 
The Italian naval staff planned attacks on the French bases at Bizerte 
and Mers-el-Kebir, intended to interdict convoys carrying Algerian 
troops to France, and hoped to destroy the French battle fleet in a 
great naval encounter. The Italians knew that they could not match 
the French in numbers of warships, but they believed that by concen
trating on the construction of the highest quality battleships and 
seizing the opportunities for engagements on favourable terms, they 
could defeat the French battle fleet. The Italian naval leadership also 
counted on its foreign ministry to prevent a British-French alliance 
against Italy. 

By early 1913, however, the growth in the numbers of French 
battleships alone had forced the Italians to conclude that such plans 
had become completely unrealistic. Furthermore, the Italians had 
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become worried that their warships might be distinctly inferior in 
quality. If the French Navy combined with the Royal Navy's 
Mediterranean squadron, which recent international developments 
suggested would occur, the Italians decided that the French would 
crush them. The Italians feared that the French Navy would be able to 
sweep the Regia Marina from the Mediterranean, seize Italy's African 
colonies, and then land amphibious forces to capture Genoa, Sardinia 
and Sicily. Even without undertaking a major land offensive against 
Italy, it seemed that the French could place Italy in a hopeless 
strategic situation. 

These concerns prompted the Italians to conclude the naval con
vention of June 1913 with the Austro-Hungarians and Germans. The 
convention stipulated the formation of a combined Triple Alliance 
battle fleet in the Mediterranean for operations against the French. 
But without reinforcement from the Austro-Hungarian fleet and the 
German Mediterranean squadron the Italians no longer believed that 
they could engage the French Navy successfully. By the summer of 
1914, the French Navy had warships totalling 689,000 tons in ser
vice, compared to 286,000 for the Italians.3 

These worries became temporarily irrelevant after Italy entered the 
First World War on the Allied side in May 1915, but despite their 
wartime alliance the Regia Marina leadership continued to plan for 
future conflict with the French. In particular, Admiral Paolo Thaon di 
Revel, who became Navy Chief of Staff for the second time in 
February 1917, maintained the strong anti-French attitudes he had 
held when in the same post from April1913 to October 1915. Thaon 
di Revel gained notable successes over the Austro-Hungarian Navy in 
the Adriatic through the use of naval aviation, torpedo boats, des
troyers and submarines, but he husbanded his dreadnoughts for 
possible future use against the French.4 

In November 1918, the Regia Marina emerged from its naval war 
as the master of the Adriatic. In the last weeks of the war, the 
Hapsburg Monarchy fragmented, and, even before the armistice of 4 
November, its navy ceased to be an effective fighting force. 
Immediately following the Austro-Hungarian collapse, Thaon di 
Revel landed forces along the eastern shore of the Adriatic to occupy 
most of Dalmatia, but in the three years between the armistice and the 
opening of the Washington Disarmament Conference, the Italians 
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lost the absolute domination they had gained over the Adriatic. 
Despite the provisions of the Treaty of London, by which they had 
entered the war, the Italians failed to secure annexation of the 
Dalmatian coast at the Paris Peace Conference. Although the Allies 
did agree to an Italian mandate over central Albania, guerrilla war
fare and malaria forced the Italians to withdraw totally from that 
country in August 1920. 

Thaon di Revel and his successor as Navy Chief of Staff from 
December 1919, Vice-Admiral Alfredo Acton, argued vehemently for 
Italian retention of Dalmatia as necessary for Italian security in the 
Adriatic, but they were overruled by their civilian superiors. Vice
Admiral Giovanni Sechi, Navy Minister from june 1919 to July 1921, 
concurred. The disintegration of Austria-Hungary had left the 
Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes as Italy's only possible 
rival in the Adriatic, but with a navy of only 12 small warships in 
1920-21, the Yugoslavs could offer no significant naval opposition to 
the Regia Marina. The South Slav kingdom planned to purchase a 
small force of destroyers and submarines, but even with these naval 
reinforcements the Yugoslavs could do no more than try to protect 
their ports and coastal railroads from Italian bombardment. Under 
these circumstances, Italy's postwar prime ministers, Francesco 
Saverio Nitti Uune 1919-June 1920) and Giovanni Giolitti Uune 
1920-June 1921), preferred a policy of cooperation, rather than 
confrontation, with Yugoslavia. 

Despite their Albanian debacle, the Italians retained control of 
Saseno Island, which gave them a precarious control over the Bay of 
Valona. At the other end of the Adriatic, they secured possession of 
Istria, four major islands in northern Dalmatia and the city of Zara 
with its immediate hinterland, through the Treaty of Rapallo with 
Yugoslavia in November 1920. From their annexation of Trieste and 
Pola (and effective control over Fiume), the Italians acquired the only 
three dockyards in the Adriatic capable of large warship construction. 
As a result, the Italians could consider their eastern sea frontiers 
reasonably secure, and they concentrated their battle fleet against the 
French in the western Mediterranean. Thaon di Revel and Acton both 
considered a future Italian-French war likely. Their attitudes were 
reciprocated by similar opinion within the French Navy and sections 
of the French Government. 5 
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While Italy's maritime security had improved dramatically between 
1914 and 1918, the Regia Marina was still no match for the French 
Navy in the immediate postwar period. In fact, the superiority of the 
French Navy over the Italian was likely to have grown if a new naval 
building race had begun. This was particularly true with regard to 
capital ships. In 1919, the Italian Navy possessed five dreadnoughts, 
one more capsized but capable of salvage (Leonardo da Vinci), and 
one super dreadnought (Francesco Caracciolo) at least officially 
under construction. In comparison, the French had seven dread
noughts in commission and five super dreadnoughts in a state of 
suspended construction. Both the Italians and the French had sus
pended the building of their super dreadnoughts during the war. 
Given the overwhelming preponderance of Allied battleships over 
those of the central powers in the Mediterranean, the Italians had 
devoted the materials saved to land armaments or the construction of 
destroyers and submarines. As a result, by 1919, the Regia Marina 
had grown since 1914, while the French Navy had shrunk. 

The two countries experienced severe economic difficulties follow
ing the war, although their navies were able to construct a small 
number of new vessels in the 1918-21 period (the French completed 
seven submarines; the Italians seven torpedo boats, five submarines 
and a number of motor torpedo boats), but the Italian economic crisis 
proved far worse than the French, and it also coincided with a major 
political upheaval. Italian political troubles had led to major labour 
problems in naval shipyards. On the other hand, while painfully 
aware of the weakness of national finances, the French Navy had 
serious plans to resume construction of the five battleships of the 
Normandie class, and along lines greatly improved over the original 
design. The French Navy was also considering the abandonment of 
the five super dreadnoughts and the construction instead of an en
tirely new class of giant battleships armed with 457-mm guns. 

Had a battleship building contest between the Italians and French 
begun in 1920-21, it seems certain that the Italians would have lost 
badly. By the mid-1920s the French would have possessed 11 or 12 
battleships while, given the slowness of their construction methods 
and the grave weakness of their economy, the Italians would have 
been lucky even to have had six. Furthermore, four or five of the 
French warships would have been of postwar design. At best, the 
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Italians would have been able either to rebuild the da Vinci to a 
somewhat improved design (for 50 million lire) or to complete the 
Caracciolo (for no less than 150 million lire). It would have been 
highly unlikely that they could have afforded both. Probably the 
Caracciolo could not have been completed. Thus, from a position of 
near parity with the French in dreadnoughts in mid-1916, the Italian 
Navy would probably have been outnumbered two-to-one by 1924.6 

Meanwhile, a serious debate had begun within the Regia Marina 
over the future nature of naval warfare. One group of officers, heavily 
influenced by the theories of Giulio Douhet, argued that the submar
ine, torpedo boat and airplane had rendered the battleship obsolete. 
They called for a navy based on light surface and subsurface torpedo 
craft, and aircraft carriers designed as floating bases for attacks on the 
land. At the other extreme, Thaon di Revel and his supporters (both 
in the Navy and in the steel and shipbuilding industries) countered 
that recent events in the restricted Adriatic did not offer useful lessons 
for a future struggle in the open waters of the Mediterranean. There, 
they contended, the battleship would still reign supreme and the 
theories of Mahan would still apply. 

A third group of naval officers chose positions somewhere between 
these two schools of thought. They remained sceptical about the 
efficacy of the submarine in the Mediterranean and dubious about the 
use of carrier-based aircraft for strikes against shore targets. While 
they considered existing battleships vulnerable to attack by submar
ines and aircraft, they believed that more modern designs could solve 
these problems and create super dreadnoughts fit to form the back
bone of a balanced fleet. They advocated a navy of capital ships, 
escort vessels, aircraft carriers equipped with light aviation for naval 
battles, heavier land-based naval aviation and submarines. 

Admiral Sechi aligned himself most closely with the third group of 
thinkers. He had no resources for a battleship building race with the 
French, but Sechi believed that even if the Italian Navy could afford 
to do so, it was too soon to construct new battleships. Time and study 
were needed to absorb the lessons of the war and to understand the 
new developments in naval weapons. After that, Italy should build 
only a few battleships, but Sechi wanted them equal to those super 
dreadnoughts being planned by the United States and Britain. Sechi 
was also impressed by the victories that Thaon di Revel had won in 
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the Adriatic with light craft, submarines and naval aviation, and 
believed that these methods were applicable elsewhere. He envisioned 
the eventual creation of a fleet based on modern battleships, a large 
number of light cruisers, destroyers, torpedo boats and small submar
ines, and supported by land-based naval aviation. Within the restric
ted waters of the central Mediterranean, Sechi did not consider 
aircraft carriers particularly useful. 

In order to pave the way for the high costs of future battleship 
construction and for the more immediate task of building light craft, 
Sechi ordered a drastic reduction of the older warships of the Regia 
Marina. He also obtained the definitive cession of the construction of 
the Caracciolo, selling off its hull in October 1920, and attempted to 
scrap the salvaged hulk of the da Vinci. These measures prompted 
howls of outrage from the Italian right. Even moderates in the 
Chamber of Deputies forced Sechi to proceed with the reconstruction 
of the da Vinci, but by the time Sechi was replaced by the civilian 
Eugenio Bergamasco as Navy Minister in july 1921, the Admiral had 
done much to prepare the Navy to begin a construction programme 
of light craft in the near future. These warships, Sechi believed, would 
provide adequate protection for the Italian coastline, and would 
defend the nation from the threat of French naval interdiction that 
had so concerned the prewar leadership of the Regia Marina. 7 

The overt Italian-French hostility in 1919-21 helped mask the 
growing Italian-British rivalry during the same period. The clash of 
Italian aspirations with British interests in the Mediterranean, the 
Middle East and northeast Africa did not capture public attention, 
but informed diplomats, colonial officials, soldiers and sailors were 
aware that Italian quests for resources, markets, living space and 
strategic bases in the region could only be achieved by the ejection of 
the British. Anti-British attitudes were far stronger within the Italian 
Army, Colonial Ministry and Foreign Service than in the Navy, 
however. The Italian Navy felt a distinct inferiority to the British, 
which it had taken as its model. The idea of a clash between the Regia 
Marina and the Royal Navy was out of the question in the immediate 
postwar years. After all, in mid-1921, when the Italians possessed 
only five dreadnoughts, with the possibility of acquiring a sixth, the 
British had 37 modern battleships and battle cruisers (eight in reserve 
or training status), with eight more projected. Nonetheless, Italian 
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geopolitical goals pointed toward an eventual confrontation with the 
British on the seas. Any reduction in the huge superiority that 
the British Navy enjoyed over the Italian would obviously benefit the 
Regia Marina. 8 

These factors help explain why the new Prime Minister, Ivanoe 
Bonomi, enthusiastically welcomed the American invitation of July 
1921 to participate in a disarmament conference in Washington. The 
negotiating stance that the Navy Ministry and the Naval General 
Staff worked out over the following three-and-a-half months reflected 
the weakness of the Italian position. From the first, the naval staff 
accepted the idea of both limitations and reductions for the Regia 
Marina, with only one condition about its eventual size or compo
sition. The Italian admirals insisted on absolute equality with the 
French Navy. 

This demand struck the head of the Italian delegation, Senator 
Carlo Schanzer, as well as Navy Minister Bergamasco, as completely 
unrealistic. In the autumn of 1921, the displacement of the warships 
of the French Navy, in service or under construction, totalled 
449,000 tons; that of the Italian Navy, just 351,000 tons. After 
considering the arguments of the navy staff, Bergamasco and 
Schanzer decided that the best the Italians could hope for was a navy 
90 per cent the size of the French. However, they agreed that, if 
necessary to reach agreement, the Italian delegation could accept 
limiting the Regia Marina to a size 80 per cent that of the French 
Navy. Instructions incorporating these upper and lower levels were 
issued to the senior naval counsellor to the Italian delegation, 
Admiral Acton, who had stepped down as Navy Chief of Staff the 
previous February.9 

The Italian Cabinet's choice of its four principal delegates to the 
Washington Conference indicated that the Bonomi Government 
sought more than disarmament from the negotiations. Schanzer was a 
former Minister both of the Treasury and of Finance. Vittorio 
Rolandi Ricci, Schanzer's deputy on the delegation, as well as Italian 
Ambassador to the United States, was not a career diplomat but a 
businessman. Filippo Meda was a prominent lawyer, journalist and 
bank president, and also a former Minister of Finance and of the 
Treasury. Luigi Albertini, publisher of the Carriere della Sera, had 
emerged from a banking career to rescue the nation's most influential 
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newspaper from insolvency, and had impressed the Italian establish
ment with his financial acumen. 

In fact, Schanzer, Rolandi Ricci and Albertini made their intentions 
clear, both in interviews with the American press and in discussions 
with State Department officials. Their goal in the negotiations was 
not so much buttressing Italian national security as seeking relief 
from their country's overwhelming economic problems. Prime 
Minister Bonomi controlled a fragile coalition government that was 
attempting to lessen the appeal of the lawless Fascist movement. 
Bonomi relied on the police to hold the Fascist violence in check while 
he worked to restore the weak Italian economy. In essence, that 
meant securing financial assistance from the United States. If it would 
help gain American sympathy, the civilian members of the Italian 
delegation were willing to accept considerable sacrifice of their 
nation's armament levels. 

Of course, in the minds of the civilian Italian delegates, economic 
and military strength were closely linked. The Italians promised full 
cooperation with American aims at the conference. In return, the 
Italians hoped that the United States would reward Italy. This could 
take the form of forgiving some of the huge Italian war debt to the 
United States, clearing the way for private American financial insti
tutions to make loans to the Italian Government. Most Americans 
believed that the Italians would never repay their war debts. The 
Italian Government knew this, and intended to surprise the 
Americans by eventually offering a settlement, in return for a re
duction in the total debt. In the short run, however, the Italians would 
remain silent on the issue and cultivate American gratitude by their 
willingness to accept disarmament. Eventually Italian economic 
strength, restored with American assistance, could be translated into 
more powerful Italian armed forces. 

Nonetheless, Schanzer believed that there might be a realistic 
alternative to eventual Italian and European rearmament and another 
general conflict. He placed a degree of confidence in the ability of the 
League of Nations to prevent such a war, particularly if the United 
States Government could be persuaded to join the world organiz
ation. Schanzer hoped that the disarmament conference might pro
vide an occasion for members of the other delegations to raise the 
issue with the Americans. 
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However, the naval members of the Italian delegation continued to 
be influenced by less idealistic and more immediate concerns. Unlike 
the Italian Cabinet and the civilians on the delegation, who con
sidered a future war with France only a possibility, the naval mem
bers of the Italian delegation, like their uniformed superiors in Rome, 
believed such a conflict to be probable. Thus, despite their 
Government's instructions prior to the conference and the attitude of 
the civilian delegates, Acton and his staff still wanted the Regia 
Marina to gain parity with the French Navy. Of course, the Italian 
naval officers were well aware of the advantages to be gained by 
cultivating the goodwill of the United States Government. They did 
not intend to alienate the Americans by a blind pursuit of equality 
with the French. Indeed, this recognition of the advantages of main
taining American-Italian friendship permeated the entire leadership 
of the Italian armed forces. During the summer and autumn of 1921, 
Generals Armando Diaz and Pietro Badoglio, respectively the Italian 
Army Chief of Staff and Vice-Chief of Staff in 1917-18, also visited 
the United States. Both generals continually stressed their gratitude 
for American aid during the Great War and their firm belief in the 
necessity for continued American-Italian cooperation. 10 

As a result of these perspectives, the Italians displayed a mixed 
reaction to Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes' surprise revela
tion of the American negotiating position on 12 November 1921, the 
first day of the conference, as well as to the responses that followed 
over the next ten days. The Italians had expected the conference to 
deal with air and land armaments, as well as with warships. While the 
Italians believed that they had already reduced their army to the 
lowest level compatible with national defence, they had hoped that 
the conference would result in other European powers, notably 
France, cutting their land .forces. American concentration on naval 
disarmament, and the refusal of the head of the French delegation, 
premier Aristide Briand, to consider reducing the French Army, dis
appointed them. Such exclusions reduced the opportunities for 
further reductions in Italian armaments spending. 

However, the Italians said nothing to annoy their American hosts, 
and showed enthusiasm for the naval disarmament proposals them
selves. After all, given the weakness of their navy, their inability to 
match the French in a naval arms race and their previously low 
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expectations, Hughes' ideas seemed to offer the Italians great advan
tages. In his opening remarks to the conference, the Secretary of State 
had hinted that he intended to approach the limitation of the Italian 
and French navies on the basis of equality. Furthermore, the 
American revealed that he did not expect the Italians (or the French) 
to reduce their navies to the degree required under his proposals for 
the three great naval powers. Hughes' proposals had the added 
attraction of closely paralleling those made by King Vittorio 
Emanuele III for naval disarmament, based on tonnage and arma
ment, 11 years earlier. This approach favoured the Italians, given the 
difficulties they would face in producing large calibre naval guns and 
battleships of the size then being built or considered by the other 
powers. 11 

Realizing the implications of Hughes' proposals, Admiral Acton 
wired the naval staff in Rome to urge the Government to seize this 
opportunity for obtaining naval parity with the French. He suggested 
that Italy and France each seek the right to construct 200,000 tons of 
future battleships and a proportionate tonnage of lesser warships, but 
after Acton had raised the issue with Schanzer, the head of the Italian 
delegation argued against the feasibility of the project. Schanzer 
pointed out to Prime Minister Bonomi that such a large increase in 
the total displacement of the Italian battle fleet was hardly compatible 
with the spirit of the American-sponsored disarmament conference. 
Furthermore, he and Albertini argued, even if such a figure were 
agreed to, the French could afford to build up to it while the Italians 
could not. The practical result would be even greater Italian naval 
inferiority. Schanzer and Albertini also warned Bonomi that even 
raising the issue of parity could enrage the French and create a crisis 
in Italian-French relations. 

However, responding favourably to Acton's initiative, the naval 
staff in Rome encouraged him to pursue the goal of parity. Acton 
received their permission to carry out his suggestion. He would 
approach the Americans and British to persuade them that Italy 
should have a navy equal to that of the French. To the Americans, 
Acton stressed Italian willingness to limit the size of their navy and 
accept a naval building holiday. Italian-French parity would mean a 
small French Navy, fulfilling the American desire for European dis
armament. Acton pointed out to the British that Italian-French parity 
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served their interests because it would keep the French relatively weak 
in the Mediterranean. Acton knew that the British considered a future 
war with the French to be a possibility and that they envisioned the 
Italians as possible allies in such a conflict. 

Meanwhile, Schanzer had come to see naval parity with the French 
as a realistic goal after all. Acting according to an entirely different 
negotiating strategy approved by the Bonomi cabinet, Schanzer dealt 
directly with the French. He attempted to gain their consent to parity 
as part of a quid pro quo understanding. Briand had already sought 
out Schanzer on 14 November, and had surprised the Italian by the 
friendliness of his approach. However, this conversation inspired a 
highly erroneous news story. On 15 November, the New York Herald 
reported that Schanzer had agreed to accept a markedly lower ton
nage of capital ships for the Regia Marina than for the French Navy. 
The news article stated that the Italians might settle for a figure as low 
as 130,000 tons, while agreeing to 175,000 tons, possibly as much as 
200,000, for the French. After Rolandi Ricci had read the newspaper 
article, he assumed that it was true, sent an angry telegram of protest 
to Rome, and confronted Schanzer over the supposed surrender of 
Italian rights. To both his Foreign Ministry and Rolandi Ricci, 
Schanzer vehemently denied the truth of the New York Herald story, 
but he insisted on his right to continue his private talks with Briand. 
Rome cabled permission. 

Schanzer spoke with Briand again on 21 November, following the 
French premier's refusal at the third plenary session of the conference 
to consider reducing the French Army. Schanzer offered to drop 
Italian demands for military disarmament and cooperate with the 
French in that regard at the conference, in return for French accept
ance of naval parity with Italy, but Schanzer warned that if the French 
did not agree, he would do his utmost to embarrass France over the 
issue with American public opinion. Since the French also sought 
relief from their huge war debt to the Americans, Schanzer's threat 
carried weight. The Italians could stress the inconsistency of the 
French pleading poverty while pursuing ruinous rearmament 
projects. 

Briand indicated interest in Schanzer's offer. After considering the 
matter for several days, Briand accepted the Schanzer proposal on 23 
November, and issued instructions to his delegation to settle the 
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details of the question. The premier then left Washington to prepare 
for conferences in London with the British Prime Minister, David 
Lloyd George. To help lock in this agreement, the Italians leaked the 
essence of the conversations to the American press. 

Acton had hoped to gain American and British agreement to a 
future limit of 200,000 tons for new Italian and French capital ships. 
That would have allowed the Italians to build six battleships and 
form two divisions of three each. Such warships could displace 
32,500 tons each, the maximum displacement being suggested by the 
Americans, or, with a bit of cheating, 35,000 tons, the maximum 
tonnage preferred by the British. Instead, Theodore Roosevelt Jr, the 
American Assistant Secretary of the Navy, and British Admiral David 
Beatty agreed on a limit of 175,000 tons - with proportionate 
tonnage for other warships - although they expected violent French 
objections to such a figure. Still, Acton had gained a major victory. 
On 15 November, a member of the Italian delegation had foolishly 
revealed to the Associated Press that his government would accept a 
ratio of eight to ten with the French Navy. Furthermore, the British 
feared that the Italians might join the French and Japanese in a future 
war against them. Despite all this, American and British dislike of 
French haughtiness, their low opinion of the Italian Navy, and 
Acton's arguments had persuaded them to propose Italian-French 
naval parity.12 

Meanwhile, in early December, the Italian delegates had learned of 
the four-power negotiations for a Pacific treaty. Schanzer informed 
Rome, and asked for instructions. After a week's delay, the Italian 
Foreign Minister, the Marchese Pietro Della Torretta, ordered 
Schanzer to seek admission to the negotiations for reasons of prestige. 
Schanzer and Albertini considered this foolish. It was clear to them 
that Italy would not be admitted to the talks, no matter how hard 
they tried, and that it would be better to avoid alienating the 
Americans and British over such an inconsequential issue. It would be 
wiser to preserve their sympathies for the time when Italian-French 
naval parity was discussed. Shortly afterwards, the four-power nego
tiations concluded and the matter became moot. The Italian delegates 
were able to concentrate their attention on naval matters again. 

As a result, in mid-December, after Hughes' formally proposed 
Italian-French naval parity had suggested a limit of future battleship 
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construction for each of 17 5,000 tons and a proportionate amount of 
lesser warship displacement, the Italians found themselves in happy 
circumstances. The French indignantly rejected the American pro
posal and instead insisted on 350,000 tons for their future battleship 
tonnage allotment. Acton attempted to persuade both Schanzer and 
the Italian Cabinet to hold out for 200,000 tons of battleships, but 
Schanzer and Albertini argued successfully for accepting the 175,000 
ton limit, as a way to win favour with the Americans and British. The 
Italian delegation then accepted Hughes' offer, appearing to be the 
epitome of reasonableness, in contrast to the French. Schanzer drove 
home the point by repeating his Government's desire for a drastic 
reduction of land, sea and air armaments, so long as Italy retained 
parity with France. 

Despite agreement among participants to keep such discussions 
confidential, the British leaked the French outburst to the news
papers. This cast the French in the role of villains who threatened to 
wreck the conference by their refusal to accept a reasonable limit on 
their naval power. Within a few days, realizing that the French 
delegation had made a serious misstep, Briand telegraphed Hughes 
from London to indicate acceptance of a 175,000-ton limit on future 
French battleship displacement. However, the French Government 
firmly refused to extend the ratio they had accepted for their battle
ships to other categories of warships. Furthermore, the French 
won the right to lay down new battleships in 1927 and 1929, 
whereas the Americans, British and Japanese could not do so 
until 1931. Of course, as had been agreed, the Italians gained the 
same rights that the French had won for themselves. Considering 
that in late 1921 the Italians had in service five dreadnoughts dis
placing 112,900 tons, while the French had seven dreadnoughts 
displacing 164,500 tons, the Italians had won a very considerable 
concession. 

Each of the five navies gained the right to improve the horizontal 
armour and anti-torpedo protection of their existing battleships by 
adding up to 3,000 tons of displacement to each vessel, but in 
recognition of the greater obsolescence of the Italian and French 
dreadnoughts the navies of those two countries were given the addi
tional right to improve the vertical armour and to increase the calibre 
of the main guns of their capital ships. Furthermore, within the 
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tonnage limits set, the Italians and French alone were permitted to 
build as many battleships as they preferred. 

These concessions were particularly valuable for the Regia Marina. 
It could improve its five newer prewar dreadnoughts, increasing their 
displacement from their original 23,000 tons to as much as 26,000 
tons. The Italians could also choose not to rebuild the heavily 
damaged da Vinci and to scrap their original dreadnought, 
Dante Alighieri. In that case, the reconstruction of its four other 
dreadnoughts would still leave the Italian Navy with an additional 
70,000 tons from which to construct two, three or even four 
entirely new capital ships. In theory, by the early 1930s, the 
Italians could have confronted the French in the Mediterranean 
with as many as eight rehabilitated or new battleships and battle 
crmsers. 

In fact, the Italians decided against rebuilding the da Vinci, deleting 
it from the naval rolls in March 1922, and scrapped the Dante in 
1928. While the Regia Marina leadership considered building 
18,000- and 23,000-ton battle cruisers in 1928-32, they concluded 
that such ships would lack sufficient fighting power. However, the 
special concessions given to the Italians and French provided the 
Regia Marina with the legal basis for the radical reconstruction of the 
four dreadnoughts of the Cavour and Duilio classes. 

The Italians had entered the conference with the advantage of 
considerable American benevolence in their regard. In its official 
assessment of Italian foreign policy prior to the conference, the 
General Board of the US Navy concluded that the Italians were no 
more than 'uneasy' with regard to the Yugoslavs, and that there was 
'very little danger of a serious break' between Italy and France. 
'Neither Italy's policies nor her power conflict with nor disturb 
American policies', the board concluded. The Italians had also ben
efited from what seem in retrospect to have been absurd British fears 
of a possible future war with France and even an anti-British alliance 
between the French and the Japanese. The idea that the Italians and 
the Japanese might some day ally in an assault on their empire never 
seems to have occurred to the British (or to the French), but French 
intransigence on the question of the limitation of submarines and the 
fears that this raised in British minds helped deflect any consideration 
of an Italian threat. Rather than recognizing the Italian Navy as a 
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future threat to them both, the French and British each began to view 
it as a possible ally against the other. 13 

Rigid French insistence on the right to build a future submarine 
fleet far larger than the British could accept doomed any possibility of 
the conference limiting that type of warship. Given the thinking 
within the Regia Marina about submarines, the Italians were, if 
anything, even more devoted to constructing a large fleet of submar
ines than were the French. The instructions given to the Italian 
delegation and Admiral Acton's own convictions reflected such think
ing, but the Italians escaped any onus for their attitudes, thanks to 
French behaviour. If the French had gained acceptance of their 
demands for 90,000 tons of future submarine construction, the prin
ciple of parity would have given the same right to the Italians. As it 
was, French refusal to compromise left submarines completely un
limited by the treaty and the Italians free to build as many as they 
could afford. The Italians did raise British suspicions to some degree 
by insisting that submarines were a defensive weapon, while clearly 
indicating that they viewed them as excellent commerce raiders, but 
the British did not seem to grasp the danger of the Italians using 
submarines against them as well as against the French. 

For once, when questions regarding the use of submarines were 
raised, the Italian delegates found themselves in a difficult situation. 
Schanzer knew that American public opinion, as well as both the 
American and British delegations, was strongly in favour of outlaw
ing the type of unrestricted submarine warfare practised by the 
Germans in the Great War. Three resolutions introduced at the 
conference were aimed at prohibiting attacks on sight by submarines 
on merchant ships. Backed by Albertini and Rolandi Ricci, Schanzer 
urged his government to allow him to vote to adopt these resolutions. 
Not only was it essential to maintain American goodwill, he argued, 
it was in Italy's interest to ensure the safety of its merchant fleet in 
wartime. After all, since the Italian economy depended heavily on 
maritime commerce, it might be crippled by an onslaught by the 
French submarine fleet. 

However, the Regia Marina staff was adamant that, in case of war, 
its submarines must be free to attack French commerce in both the 
Mediterranean and the Atlantic. The Cabinet adopted the Navy's 
viewpoint. Schanzer was instructed by Foreign Minister T orretta to 
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insist on the right to conduct unrestricted submarine warfare. Acton 
received separate orders from the navy that he must not yield on the 
matter, but Schanzer found himself isolated when he attempted to 
modify the submarine resolutions in conference. Even the French and 
the Japanese supported the Americans and British. Albertini and 
Rolandi Ricci agreed with Schanzer that the Italian position was 
untenable, but Acton insisted that the delegation was bound by its 
original instructions. 

After ten days of fruitless telegraphic argument with T orretta, 
Schanzer, Albertini and Rolandi Ricci appealed directly to the Prime 
Minister. At the same time, Albertini's brother, Alberto, warned 
Bonomi in person that the three civilian delegates would resign if their 
orders were not modified. This threat worked. Schanzer gained 
Bonomi's permission to vote for the resolutions, if the Italians con
tinued to find themselves alone on the issue. This, in fact, remained 
the case. The three resolutions restricting submarine warfare were 
adopted unanimously.14 

The French victory in the submarine question led the British to 
refuse to limit lighter surface ships, the necessary antidote to enemy 
submarines. The one exception on which the conferees could agree 
was a 10,000 ton and eight-inch gun limit on cruisers. In fact, such 
cruisers were quite large by the standards of the early 1920s 
(although not really large enough to provide sufficient armour and 
speed for the eight or nine eight-inch guns most countries would 
mount on such ships). These dimensions were suggested by the needs 
of the British, Americans and Japanese for cruisers with sufficient 
range for operations in the Pacific. Nonetheless, such 'Treaty 
Cruisers' offered the Italians other possibilities. The wartime experi
ences of the Regia Marina in the Adriatic reinforced the old Italian 
tendency to stress speed over armour and armament in warships. 
Ten-thousand-ton warship designs offered the Italian Navy the 
chance to build both heavy and light cruisers with considerable speed 
and heavy armament. Such ships could trade off range for such 
features, since that capability was far less important in the narrow 
Mediterranean than in the vast Pacific. 15 

Agreement on the limitation of aircraft carriers, reached in the 
midst of discussions on the employment of submarines, proved much 
easier for the Italian delegation. The Regia Marina possessed no 
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carriers, and the naval staff remained dubious about their usefulness 
in the Mediterranean. Those few design proposals that circulated 
among Italian naval thinkers in the early 1920s were for relatively 
small vessels of 12-15,000 tons, carrying only fighters and reconnais
sance aircraft. As previously noted, Italian thinking envisioned that 
air attacks on enemy warships would be conducted by land-based 
bombers, a method exemplified by the sinking of the ex-German 
dreadnought Ostfriesland off the Virginia Capes the previous 
summer. 

Secretary of State Hughes originally proposed that each of the five 
powers receive the right to construct aircraft carriers equal in dis
placement to 16 per cent of their future capital ship tonnage, with no 
carrier larger than 27,000 tons. For the Italians this would have 
meant a maximum of 28,000 tons of carriers. Acton objected to the 
first part of the proposal, on the grounds that Italy would only be able 
to build one large carrier. If such a ship were to undergo repairs or be 
sunk, Italy would be deprived of any carrier for a lengthy period. 
Instead, Acton asked that Italy be given a tonnage limit of 54,000 
tons for aircraft carriers, to allow it to construct two large ones. He 
also insisted on parity with France. 

Given Italian thinking about the optimum size of carriers for the 
Regia Marina, it appears that Acton's argument was actually 
designed to acquire the right for Italy to build four or five light 
carriers. In any case, since the British, Japanese and French all insisted 
on a larger total displacement of carriers than they had been given 
under Hughes' proposal, the Italians had no difficulty in gaining an 
increase in their allotment. After a fairly brief discussion, it was 
agreed that Italy and France would both be allowed to build 60,000 
tons of aircraft carriers. 16 

With the end of discussions on submarine warfare, the conference 
briefly moved on to non-naval matters. Italian efforts to obtain some 
limitation of war planes failed, but the Italians heartily supported the 
decision of the conference to reconfirm the prohibition of the use of 
poison gas, already outlawed by the Hague Convention of 1907 and 
the Versailles Treaty. Despite attempts to revise the laws of war, the 
matter was judged too complicated and abandoned. At 6 pm on 3 
February 1922, the Italian part in the Washington conference nego
tiations came to an end. Beset by economic and political problems, 
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the Bonomi Cabinet had resigned the previous day. On 6 February, 
the representatives of the United States, the British Empire, France, 
Italy and Japan signed the treaty limiting naval armament. 

Considering the few accomplishments of the seven-month Bonomi 
Government, what its delegates obtained for Italy at the Washington 
Conference was its only real success. The Washington naval treaty 
did represent a considerable Italian victory. This was recognized by 
politicians across the Italian political spectrum, although many 
refused to acknowledge the fact publicly. By February 1922, the 
struggle among the Fascists, their allies and their opponents for 
control of Italy had left ~o room for objectivity in Italian politics. 

Nonetheless, Schanzer was rewarded by appointment as Foreign 
Minister in the short-lived Government of Luigi Facta, who became 
Prime Minister in late February 1922. The next month, King Vittorio 
Emanuele decorated Rolandi Ricci and Albertini for their services at 
the Washington Conference. Even after the ultra nationalistic Fascists 
seized power in October 1922, their leader and the new Italian Prime 
Minister, Benito Mussolini, advocated parliamentary ratification of 
the Washington treaties. At first, Mussolini's new Navy Minister, 
Thaon di Revel, criticized the treaty restrictions on submarine war
fare, but at Mussolini's urging the Admiral publicly recognized the 
advantages for Italy of the Washington treaties as a whole, and 
granted his assent. The Italian Parliament approved the treaties in 
February 1923.17 

It has been argued that Italy gained only a hollow success at the 
Washington Conference. Technically, the Italians had gained only 
paper parity with the French for the future construction of battleships 
and aircraft carriers, and the French Navy placed little value on either 
class of warship. As early as 1920 the French Government had 
decided to place a very low priority on the construction of new 
battleships. The French Navy outnumbered the Regia Marina in that 
vessel category, and the Italians could not easily afford to build new 
ones for years to come. Nor did the French consider aircraft carriers 
particularly useful. They constructed only one ship of that type 
between the world wars, and relegated it to a marginal role within 
their navy. 

What the French did consider essential for controlling Mediter
ranean sea lanes and maintaining communications with their 
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colonial empire were cruisers, destroyers and submarines. The 
Washington naval treaty allowed them to build as many of these 
types of warships as they could afford, restricting only the size and 
armament of cruisers. Furthermore, considering the far greater size of 
the French national income compared to the Italian, there was every 
reason for the French Government to expect permanent naval super
iority over the Italians. Indeed, between the eve of the First World 
War and the late 1930s, French national income actually grew sub
stantially in comparison to Italian national income. In 1914, Italian 
national income stood at about 67 per cent of that of the French. By 
1929 it had fallen to about 63 per cent, and by 1937 to about 60 per 
cent.18 

Nonetheless, French expectations about maintaining naval super
iority over the Italians proved much too optimistic. Between February 
1922 and June 1940, the French laid down or reconstructed 775,000 
tons of warships, while the Italians rebuilt or laid down 672,000 tons 
of naval vessels for the Regia Marina. Given the French stress on 
lighter ships, the corresponding figures are even more significant: 
464,000 tons laid down by the French, 402,000 tons laid down by the 
Italians. According to categories, the French began two battle cruisers 
(both completed) and three battleships (none completed), while the 
Italians laid down four battleships (two completed); the French built 
seven heavy cruisers against seven for the Italians; 15 French light 
cruisers were built to the Italians' 12 (and the Italians also began the 
12 unarmoured cruisers of the Capitani Romani class); 74 French 
destroyers were constructed against 54 for the Italians; 35 French 
destroyer escorts, torpedo boats and sloops were completed com
pared to 35 of the same types for the Italians; 114 French submarines 
went into service, in contrast to 115 Italian (plus two more which the 
Italians donated to the Spanish Nationalists). During the same period, 
the French built one aircraft carrier (using the hull of the uncompleted 
battleship Bearn) and rebuilt five dreadnoughts; the Italians recon
structed four dreadnoughts into what can be considered almost 
totally modern battleships. 19 

What the French had not anticipated was the iron determination of 
Benito Mussolini that Italy would rule the Mediterranean. After the 
establishment of his Fascist dictatorship in January 1925, he proved 
both willing and able to place the Italian people under a crushing 
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burden of taxation to achieve that goal. Furthermore, it was 
Mussolini who benefited from the work begun by Schanzer and 
Albertini at the Washington Conference to gain American financial 
assistance. In November 1925, Italy and the United States signed a 
settlement of the Italian war debt at only four-tenths of one per cent 
interest, stretched out over 62 years. Within four days, the Morgan 
Bank lent the Italian Government $100 million. Two months later, 
the British agreed to a 57 per cent reduction in the Italian war debt, 
also payable over 62 years, but with no interest. Over the next two 
years, encouraged by these arrangements, foreign banks lent the 
Fascist regime the equivalent of another $195 million. These debt 
settlements and loans help explain the surge in Italian warship con
struction starting in 19 25.20 

Between the beginning of 1923 and the end of 1939, the French 
spent the equivalent of $1.575 billion on their navy, while from mid-
1922 to mid-1939, the Italians spent the equivalent of $1.752 billion 
on the Regia Marina. Admittedly, in the period 1935-39 the Italian 
Navy engaged in fairly extensive operations in support of the Italian 
conquest of Ethiopia and of Italian intervention in the Spanish Civil 
War. The cost of such activities detracted from the funds available to 
the Navy for construction. Furthermore, to a far greater degree than 
the French, the Italians had to import costly raw materials and fuel 
for the construction and operation of their vessels. The inefficiency 
of the heavily protected Italian steel mills and shipyards, and the 
corruption that riddled those industries under the Fascist regime, 
added still more to the cost of Italian warships. Depending on circum
stances, Italian-made steel cost two-and-a-half to four times more 
than that produced abroad. All this inhibited the ability of the Italian 
Navy Ministry to compete with its French counterpart in building 
warships. These factors help explain why the Italian Navy outspent 
the French Navy by about 11 per cent, but constructed or modernized 
only about 87 per cent of French naval tonnage in roughly the same 
period, 1922-39. However, given Italian national poverty, the Italian 
effort still remains impressive.21 

The Washington naval treaty had granted the Italians future parity 
with the French in capital ships, but left both their navies free to 
engage in a naval building race in other warship categories. 
Considering their distinctly inferior position in 1922, the Italians 
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made better use of the opportunities the treaty offered than did the 
French. By the time the two countries went to war in June 1940, the 
Italians had built a superior group of battleships and had pulled 
nearly even with the French with regard to lighter vessels. Admittedly, 
considering the ships both nations had under construction at the time, 
particularly the nearly complete French battleships Richelieu and 
jean Bart, and the two French fleet aircraft carriers, the French Navy 
would have regained superiority over the Regia Marina by 1941. One 
of the reasons why Mussolini chose to enter the Second World War 
when he did was to take advantage of Italy's fleeting opportunities, 
especially those at sea. 

Of course, except for some minor skirmishing between 10 and 22 
June 1940, the Italian and French navies never engaged each other. In 
that sense, their diplomatic contest in Washington in 1921-22, their 
design of their warships to engage each others', and all their planning 
for an Italian-French naval war in the Mediterranean, stretching 
back to the late nineteenth century, proved superfluous. Instead, the 
Regia Marina found itself at war with the Royal Navy from 1940 to 
1943, a contest for which it had not prepared, and not one for which 
it had much enthusiasm. Nonetheless, even in terms of its struggle 
with the Royal Navy in the Second World War, the Washington naval 
treaty had brought the Regia Marina a number of major benefitsP 

The treaty required Britain to scrap 20 battleships of 408,500 tons, 
cancel the construction of four more displacing 180,000 tons, and 
eventually to limit itself to no more then 15 battleships and 135,000 
tons of aircraft carriers. Italy was not required to scrap or cancel any 
warships, and was allowed to build battleships up to 33 per cent of 
the displacement, and aircraft carriers up to 44 per cent of the 
displacement, of those of Britain. Put simply, this created the precon
ditions for Mussolini's triumph in the Mediterranean crisis of 1935-
36, and for the Axis domination of the central Mediterranean in 
1941-42. In 1921, the Royal Navy possessed daunting numerical 
superiority over the Regia Marina. Even in late 1923, after the 
scrapping of its great battle fleet had begun, the Royal Navy was still 
able to overawe Mussolini's admirals in the Corfu crisis. By 1935, 
however, the Royal Navy had descended to the level where Mussolini 
could bluff the British Government into declining the risk of a naval 
confrontation. By late 1941, the Royal Navy found itself facing the 
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real possibility of defeat by the Italian Navy, the Italian Air Force and 
the Luftwaffe. 

Admittedly, the Regia Marina hardly took full advantage of the 
Washington naval treaty to prepare for a maritime struggle with the 
British Empire. Despite the clear warnings in 1923, 1935-36 and the 
Czech crisis of 1938 that Mussolini's policies made war with Britain a 
likelihood, the Italian naval leadership planned almost exclusively for 
battle fleet engagements with the French Navy. In particular, 
Mussolini and the naval leaders he favoured remained fascinated with 
battleships, heavy cruisers and submarines, rather than recognizing 
the great utility of aircraft carriers and the need for more escort 
vessels in case of a war of convoy battles with the Royal Navy. 

Considering the ultimately disappointing results, the ingenuity and 
resources poured into the modernization of the four dreadnoughts of 
the Cavour and Duilio classes would have been far better spent on the 
construction of another modern battleship of the Vittorio Veneto 
class, and on hastening the completion of Roma and lmpero, laid 
down in 1938. In that way, Italy could have entered the Second 
World War with three modern battleships, reinforced with two more 
in 1941. Better yet, the funds lavished on the reconstruction of Italy's 
old dreadnoughts could have been devoted to the building of three or 
four fleet aircraft carriers. However, it seems that, for reasons of 
prestige, numbers impressed Mussolini more than quality, and 
battleships struck him as more imposing threats than aircraft 
carriers. In fact, in the entire course of the war in the Mediterranean, 
Italian battleships employed their main batteries on only five occa
sions. Never once did an Italian battleship score a single hit with a 
mam gun. 

Italian concentration on the construction of submarines, rather 
than that of destroyers and destroyer escorts, indicated Regia Marina 
intentions to emulate the German Navy in the First World War. But 
flaws in Italian submarine designs and, more seriously, in the tactical 
and operational doctrine of the Italian underwater arm, severely 
limited its effectiveness until mid-1941. Thereafter, following the 
reconstruction of many boats and the rethinking of their employ
ment, Italian submarines did score some notable successes, but 
whether in the Atlantic or in the Mediterranean, few Italian submar
ines matched the performance of the average German U-boat. More 
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Italian escorts, on the other hand, would have proved invaluable on 
the convoy runs to North Africa. 23 

However, these questions lead far away from the negotiations in 
Washington in 1921-22. The failure of Mussolini and his admirals to 
take full advantage of the treaty, and the use to which they put the 
Italian Navy in the Second World War, provide no justifiable criti
cisms of the work of Schanzer and Albertini. Acton deserves some 
blame, not only for his belligerent intentions at the conference, but 
for his second service period as Navy Chief of Staff, this time under 
Mussolini, from May 1925 to December 1927. Still, there is no 
denying that the Italian delegates to the Washington Conference 
gained a notable diplomatic triumph for their country. Unfortunately, 
despite the purposes for which the conference was convoked, the 
Italian victory ultimately served the cause of war, rather than that of 
peace and disarmament. 
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China's Place in the New 
Pacific Order 

DAVID ARMSTRONG 

Like any major international conference of its kind, the Washington 
Conference was required to satisfy the numerous special interests of 
the powers attending it, and at the same time to devise an overall set 
of arrangements that would provide for some measure of inter
national order in the longer term. It came remarkably close to realiz
ing both of these major objectives. Its ultimate failure has been 
attributed to many factors, but of fundamental importance was its 
failure to deal adequately with the problem of China. In the 1920s 
and 1930s, this problem had two principal and interrelated aspects: 
the dynamics of internal developments in China and China's continu
ing ability to arouse contention and rivalry among the major powers. 
The Washington Conference attempted to tackle both aspects, but 
with only limited and temporary success at best. Its failure in this 
respect helped to ensure that what appeared to be solid and far
reaching achievements elsewhere would come under strain when 
China's underlying vulnerability helped to weaken the entire struc
ture of order that the Washington Conference had tried to build. 

The emphasis given here to China requires some preliminary expla
nation, since the China issue is sometimes seen as peripheral to the 
main business of the Conference, being added to the agenda as an 
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afterthought and to appease American public opinion. In fact the 
Conference records devote 353 pages to the proceedings of the 
Committee on Pacific and Far Eastern Questions, which dealt with 
China, as against only 215 pages for the Committee on Limitation of 
Armaments. 1 However, this fact, while suggestive, is not in itself 
sufficient to demonstrate the centrality of the China question to the 
prospects for success of the Washington Conference system as a 
whole. For this it is necessary to assess the place of the decisions 
relating to China in the overall Washington settlement. 

The purpose of the Four-Power and Five-Power Treaties agreed in 
Washington was to construct a balance of power in the Pacific such 
that all signatories could feel reasonably satisfied that their interests 
had been safeguarded. These interests were complex, especially in the 
case of Britain. Britain was not so much a satisfied power as a satiated 
one. Her world-wide territorial, financial and commercial interests 
remained far greater than those of any of her competitors, while her 
navy was still greater than that of her nearest rival, the United States, 
by a significant margin. However, her capacity to defend those inter
ests had been severely overstretched during the first two decades of 
the twentieth century, while her ability to maintain her margin of 
naval superiority for more than a few more years was very much open 
to question. Negotiating the Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1902 had 
been an implicit acknowledgement of Britain's inability to rely purely 
upon her own resources to defend her world-wide interests but by 
1921 Britain faced strong pressure from the United States, Canada 
and China to abandon the Alliance. Equally strong pressure to retain 
it came from two other Dominions, Australia and New Zealand and 
from some members of the Foreign Office.2 Lord Curzon argued at 
the Imperial Conference of 1921 that the Alliance had enabled Britain 
to 'exercise a very powerful controlling influence on the sometimes 
dangerous ambitions of Japan'.3 While this was certainly a far too 
flattering estimate of British influence over Japan, it did draw atten
tion to the fact that the Alliance was not intended simply to establish 
a stable balance of power in the Far East but to provide some 
underpinning for the open-door principles of Chinese territorial and 
administrative integrity. In this regard, a more realistic appraisal than 
Curzon's came a year earlier from Victor Wellesley, an Assistant 
Secretary in the Foreign Office: 
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The Alliance has notoriously failed, as far as the activities of 
Japan herself are concerned to 'preserve the common interests of 
all the Powers in China' ... The policy of Japan has shown itself 
to be one of peaceful penetration not less thorough and certainly 
more ruthless, more brutal and more insidious than that 
employed by Germany all the world over before the war, having 
for its ultimate aim a complete Japanese hegemony over China.4 

More sympathetic observers were aware of the economic and popu
lation pressures inside Japan which, denied outlets in North America 
and Australasia, focused inevitably upon China for their relief. 
However, the central point was that, whatever strategic arrangements 
might be agreed at Washington, unless the underlying political 
sources of instability were addressed there could be little prospect of 
long-term peace in the region. 

Recognition of this ran through British discussions prior to the 
Conference. The essential problem was that for more than ten years 
all internal order had disappeared in China and there was no central 
authority with whom any meaningful negotiations could take place. 
Amongst other consequences, this meant that all of the powers, not 
just Japan, were obliged to rely upon their own resources to defend 
their interests in China, while China's impotence made it all the more 
likely that Japan would at some point be tempted to take decisive 
action to seize by force the dominant position in China that she had 
earlier set out in the infamous Twenty One Demands. As the Foreign 
Office acknowledged in a general survey of Far Eastern affairs just 
before the Conference opened, 

It is the weakness of China as much as the aggressive policy of 
Japan which is the constant source of danger in the Far East. 
The jealousies and rivalries to which it gives rise constitute the 
really disturbing element in the situation, for they make China a 
cockpit of international strife.5 

There was, however, a bleak assessment from the General Staff of the 
ability of British forces in the Far East to defend Britain's interests in 
China in the event of an anti-foreign uprising there: 'Our military 
strength in China bears no relation to the possible strain which might 
be put on it by an outbreak against foreign action in that country'. 6 
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This meant that Britain would only be able to act alongside the 
military forces of other major powers 'even though our prestige may 
be temporarily lessened thereby'. 7 

The logical conclusion towards which such an analysis of the 
Chinese situation was inexorably leading was clear enough, and was 
spelled out in a report by the Foreign Office Committee on the 
Anglo-Japanese Alliance early in 1921: 

In the last analysis the independence and integrity of China, 
which is among our foremost aims, depends upon the reality or 
otherwise of the open door policy. That is the crux of the whole 
situation. All forms of economic penetration are opposed to that 
principle, for they ultimately lead to the closing of the door and 
the usurpation of political control. Experience has shown us 
that neither military nor naval force, nor any treaty formula can, 
in themselves, be regarded as a sufficient safeguard against that 
insidious method of political encroachment. Salvation must, 
therefore, be sought elsewhere. In our opinion the best safe
guard against a danger which lies as much in the weakness of 
China as in the aggressive tendencies of Japan, is to be found in 
a constructive policy for the rehabilitation of China ... We 
would, however, repeat that in our opinion it would be hopeless 
to embark upon such a policy singlehanded, or without ade
quate naval support. Japan could thwart us at every turn. The 
war has left us too exhausted to cope with so great a problem. 
To succeed in such an effort we believe the cooperation of the 
United States to be indispensable. 8 

So, the key to long-term stability in the Far East was the rehabili
tation of China; Britain was too weak to promote this on her own; 
the Anglo-Japanese Alliance would not serve as the basis for a 
collaborative approach to this end; therefore the support of the 
United States was essential. Not all agreed with this assessment of the 
situation - indeed a lengthy and sometimes acrimonious debate was 
to take place before ending the Alliance became official British policy 
- but with hindsight the termination of the Alliance seemed inevi
table. The problem was that the new policy rested heavily on two 
imponderables. First, it was far from clear that the United States 
would be willing to play the part envisaged by Britain. Secondly, and 
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even more difficult, to agree to the principle of the administrative 
integrity of China was one thing; to implement the same principle 
was quite another matter. Even assuming that a single Chinese gov
ernment with authority to speak for the whole country could be 
discovered, the question of the administrative integrity (or full sover
eignty) of China embraced a vast range of complex sub-issues, as 
outlined in a somewhat acerbic memorandum from Curzon: 

How can Chinese authority be re-established without disband
ing the 800,000 armed men who batten upon the country, and 
who is to undertake this task? How can privileges be accorded 
or restored unless there be a stable Chinese Government to 
exercise them? Will administrative independence be held to be 
consistent with foreign post offices and foreign garrisons? When 
we come to Shantung, we embark upon a whole field of embit
tered controversy, involving questions of ports, railways, cus
toms, gendarmerie, economic rights and privileges and so on. 
When we deal with leased or ceded territories we are brought up 
against the thorny problems of Kwantung Peninsula (Dairen), 
Kiaochow (Tsingtao), Wei-hai-wei, Kwangchow Wan and 
Kowloon. When we deal with 'spheres of interest or influence' 
we have to enquire into the still undefined meaning of the 
Lansing-Ishii Agreement of November 1917 ... 

Further, while these subjects are under examination, is it to be 
believed that the Powers in Conference assembled will be able to 
shut out all discussion upon the points that will inevitably arise 
out of them, viz. fiscal autonomy for China, the extra-territorial 
system, foreign settlements, financial reform, railway unifica
tion? It will not be easy to rebuild China in sections or compart
ments or to leave her partially free and partially in chains.9 

The task of devising specific proposals to give substance to the 
broad principles of British policy fell to Arthur Balfour, leader of the 
British negotiating team at the Washington Conference. His declared 
aim was to substitute a 'system of international cooperation for the 
international rivalry in China which has in the past produced such 
unhappy results in that country'. 10 To this end he drew up a draft 
treaty which, after acknowledging the open-door principles, commit
ted the major powers and China to consult with each other whenever 
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these principles were endangered and before taking independent mili
tary action or entering into arrangements involving financial liability 
with the Chinese authorities. This draft treaty embodied ideas that 
had been under discussion in the Foreign Office since 1919.U It was 
somewhat more specific in its stipulations than the eventual Nine
Power Treaty on China, but in any case it was preempted by Chinese 
and American statements of principle (considered shortly) which 
formed the basis of the discussions on the China question. 

If Britain's policy towards China was complicated by her declining 
power, the conflicting interests of the Dominions and the impossi
bility of reconciling American and Japanese wishes on the issue of the 
renewal of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the objectives of the United 
States and Japan on the eve of the Conference were dearer and less 
troubled by contradictory pressures. They were, however, still ulti
mately dependent for their realization upon a satisfactory resolution 
of the China question. In the case of the United States, there were a 
number of specific issues causing friction with Japan, including immi
gration and a dispute over cable rights on the island of Yap. The 
American delegation also had to keep one eye on the Senate's reaction 
to anything that it might interpret as an 'entangling alliance', given 
the recent debacle over the Versailles Treaty.U The central American 
aims were clear enough though: to prevent a costly arms race and to 
promote a more favourable overall balance of power in the Pacific by 
encouraging the ending of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Other aims 
were secondary to these. The Four-Power Treaty, by which the 
United States, Britain, Japan and France agreed to respect each 
other's 'insular possessions and insular dominions' in the Pacific and 
to consult in the event of a threat from another power or a crisis 
amongst themselves was, in essence, the necessary price that had to be 
paid to Japan for the ending of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. In the 
case of the Nine-Power Treaty, although in one sense this represented 
a triumph for long-standing American principles relating to China, 
since it was the first time that these principles were enshrined in treaty 
form, the triumph was a strictly limited one as the treaty lacked any 
kind of enforcement mechanism and its provisions fell considerably 
short of Chinese requests. A major reason for this was that the United 
States - the loudest devotee of China's interests - was in practice 
unwilling to entertain any commitment that would jeopardize the 
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more important American objective of avoiding foreign entangle
ments. In any case, the American economic stake in China was less 
than it was in Japan and the United States, like all the powers, was 
well aware that the term 'China', while having a certain sentimental 
resonance with American public opinion, could not translate into a 
clearly defined sovereign authority exercising unambiguous control 
over a determinate territory. The American delegation was also aware 
of the power struggle in Japan between those advocating a more 
liberal and conciliatory foreign policy and the right-wing advocates of 
expansionism. If Japan were pushed too hard over its position in 
China, this might only serve to tilt the balance in favour of the 
militarists. Since the United States was not prepared to support its 
open-door principles by force, there was little point in pressing for a 
less anodyne Nine-Power Treaty. 

Japan, needless to say, would have preferred the China question 
not to be discussed at all at the Conference. Given Anglo-American 
determination that China should be on the Conference agenda, Japan 
only had two realistic choices: to stand firm and make no concessions 
whatsoever or to yield some ground while defending the most import
ant Japanese interests. That the latter option was selected was due, 
essentially, to four factors. First, the Chinese people had demon
strated through their boycott of Japanese goods following the 
Versailles grant of Shantung to Japan that they were not entirely 
powerless: indeed they posses~ed the means to inflict significant 
economic damage upon Japan at a time when the Japanese economy 
was feeling the pinch of the collapse of the wartime boom. Secondly, 
the leader of the Japanese delegation, Shidehara, was the most promi
nent representative of the school of thought in Japan that believed 
that traditional imperialism was no longer the most productive means 
for Japan to achieve her objectives. In Shidehara's view, Japan stood 
to gain more from trade and overseas investment than from territorial 
acquisition and this entailed a more liberal and conciliatory inter
national posture, particularly towards the United States, with whom 
Japanese trade was growing faster than the trade of either country 
with China. Thirdly, although Japan did make several genuine con
cessions relating to China at the Conference, there is considerable 
evidence that the Japanese believed that what they had agreed to in 
respect of their most important Chinese interests amounted to little 
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more than a change in the form of words used to define the position 
of the major powers in China. 13 Expressions such as 'spheres of 
influence' might be abandoned but the underlying reality had not 
altered. Finally, Japan, like the United States, was primarily interested 
in the issue of the strategic balance in the Pacific. Intransigence over 
China might jeopardize what were seen as more important strategic 
gains, such as the Pacific fortifications agreement, which gave Japan 
effective hegemony over a significant area of the Pacific. 

The reluctance of the major powers to confront the China question 
in anything more than a superficial way was apparent at an early 
stage of the deliberations of the Committee on Pacific and Far Eastern 
questions. At its first meeting on 16 November, Mr Sze, the leader of 
the Chinese delegation, set out ten principles which he believed 
should guide the discussion. He acknowledged the difficult political 
situation in China but argued that this could be eased if China could 
be freed from the threat of foreign aggression and relieved of exter
nally imposed constraints on her administrative autonomy and ability 
to collect revenue. While some of Sze's ten principles were of suf
ficient generality not to trouble any of the major powers - such as 
agreements to respect China's independence and territorial integrity 
and to provide for the peaceful settlement of international disputes in 
the Far East - others were clearly more problematical. This was 
particularly the case of the third, fifth and sixth principles, which read 
in part: 

3 ... the Powers agree not to conclude between themselves any 
treaty or agreement directly affecting China or the general peace 
in these regions without previously notifying China and giving 
her an opportunity to participate. 
5. Immediately, or as soon as circumstances will permit, existing 
limitations upon China's political, jurisdictional and adminis
trative freedom of action are to be removed. 
6. Reasonable, definite terms of duration are to be attached to 
China's present commitments which are without time limits. 14 

The third principle was, from the Chinese perspective, merely an 
attempt to assert China's dignity as a sovereign state but for the 
powers it went to the heart of their reluctance to deal with China on 
terms of equality, which derived from the fact that China's internal 



CHINA'S PLACE IN THE NEW PACIFIC ORDER 257 

anarchy made it difficult to accept any government as the true sover
eign authority in China. The Japanese, French and American re
sponses to the ten principles all hinted at this problem, albeit in 
different ways. Admiral Kato, while asserting that Japan was 'entirely 
uninfluenced' by considerations of territorial aggrandizement, offered 
the caustic suggestion that China's chaotic domestic situation was as 
much the cause of her difficulties as her foreign relations. 15 M. Briand 
was the only one to ask openly, if somewhat mischievously, what 
exactly was meant by the expression 'China' -what, in particular, 
were its territorial boundaries.16 This produced an immediate 
impasse since the American delegate, Mr Root, accepted that not all 
of the territory claimed by the Chinese Government should necess
arily be considered part of 'China proper', to which Mr Koo objected 
on behalf of the Chinese delegation that China's territory was defined 
by its constitution and the Chinese delegation could not even discuss 
any question which might give the impression of attempting to 
modify China's territorial boundariesY 

The American response was to seek to base discussions on a far 
more anodyne set of four principles enunciated by Mr Root. These 
stated the 'firm intention' of the powers: 

1. To respect the sovereignty, the independence, and the territor
ial and administrative integrity of China. 
2. To provide the fullest and most unembarrassed opportunity 
to China to develop and maintain for herself an effective and 
stable government ... 
3. To safeguard for the world so far as it is within our power, 
the principle of equal opportunity for the commerce and 
industry of all nations throughout the territory of China. 
4. To refrain from taking advantage of the present conditions in 
order to seek special rights or privileges which would abridge 
the rights of the subjects or citizens of friendly states, and from 
countenancing action inimical to the security of such states.18 

It should be noted that the fourth of these principles repeated verba
tim part of the wording of the Lansing-Ishii agreement of 1917, 
which Japan had always interpreted as giving American recognition 
to its special interests in China. Although the careful ambiguity of this 
phrase meant that it was also open to an American interpretation that 
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saw it as constraining Japan, its repetition by Root was inevitably 
liable to be taken by the Japanese as a tacit signal of reassurance 
from the United States. 19 Such an interpretation was confirmed, to 
Japanese satisfaction at least, when their delegation asked Root 
if the reference to China's 'administrative integrity' was intended to 
affect the existing privileges of the powers and was informed that it 
did not.20 

On 22 November Mr Sze was asked to elaborate upon the specific 
issues that lay behind his ten points. More than ten months of 
detailed negotiation followed, including a separate discussion over 
Shantung between Japan and China. Long-standing Chinese com
plaints over tariffs, extraterritoriality, the presence of foreign troops, 
foreign control over post offices, railways and radio stations, territor
ies leased or otherwise occupied by foreigners, and the consequences 
of Japan's infamous Twenty One Demands took up the remaining 
discussion in the main committee. Much of this debate was concerned 
with the minutiae of the major powers' interests in China and, for the 
most part, does not merit detailed consideration here. However, it is 
worthwhile briefly to outline some of the main points of contention 
since they illustrate the complexity of the issues confronting the nine 
delegations. 

One of the most vital questions for China where realistic prospects 
of progress existed (as opposed to issues like the Japanese presence in 
Manchuria) concerned China's demand for greater tariff autonomy. 
Prior to 1842, China had enjoyed the normal sovereign right of fixing 
whatever tariffs she felt appropriate on foreign imports. After the 
Opium War, however, 'unequal treaties' with Britain, France and the 
United States had restricted China to a maximum tariff of five per cent. 
By the beginning of the twentieth century, the effective rate had fallen 
to 3.5 per cent, much of which had to go towards the repayment of 
numerous foreign loans and the Boxer indemnity, thus reducing still 
further the amount available to the Government. As Wellington Koo, 
who presented the Chinese case on this issue, pointed out, China had 
to pay the full rate - which could be as high as 300 per cent on its 
exports to the Western powers.21 An additional disadvantage was 
that a uniform rate did not permit China to discriminate against 
products it regarded as undesirable, such as cigarettes or alcohol, or 
in favour of needed goods, such as machinery. Koo did not propose 
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complete autonomy, merely that the maximum rate should be raised 
to 12.5 per cent. In the event, a separate treaty was negotiated on 
tariffs, but one that fell far short of Chinese hopes, as Koo pointed 
out, arguing that, although the tariff question was 'intimately connec
ted with the well-being of the Chinese State, the interests of the Treaty 
Powers appear to be placed at times before the legitimate interests of 
China'.22 In fact, this was not entirely correct. The United States had 
been prepared to consider tariff autonomy but was reluctant to agree 
to measures that would give the Chinese Government additional 
revenue which, at a time of civil war, might be spent mainly on more 
armaments.23 The inescapable linkage between China's internal 
chaos and the prospects for ending the international constraints upon 
China was amply demonstrated in 1926, when the conference held in 
that year to work out a final resolution of the tariff issue had to be 
abandoned because of a change of government in China. 24 

Essentially the same pattern recurred throughout the discussion of 
the questions raised by the Chinese delegation. For instance, when the 
Chinese issued the opening statement in the debate on extraterritoria
lity - the freedom of foreigners from the jurisdiction of Chinese 
courts - they did so from a perspective that closely resembled their 
arguments over tariffs. Extraterritoriality, they declared, reasonably 
enough, was a derogation of China's sovereign rights and was 
regarded by the Chinese people as a national humiliation. It also 
created numerous practical difficulties: foreigners were able to claim 
immunity from local taxes, the same locality might contain several 
distinct courts, and the status of the law was uncertain. 25 However 
Balfour's response clearly implied that while the powers were still 
unable to trust the law in China -or at least its administration -little 
progress could be expected on this matter. 26 In the event the delegates 
agreed to set up a commission:to investigate the current practice of 
extraterritoriality. This did not meet until 1926. Although it recom
mended the eventual abolition of extraterritoriality, the main thrust 
of its report was to call for extensive reform of the Chinese legal 
system.27 In particular, it recommended that extensive measures 
should be taken to uphold the principle of the independence of the 
judiciary, especially from the armed forces. 

The same issue of the powers' mistrust of China's ability to per
form the duties that accompanied the sovereign rights she so desired 
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ran though the discussions of even the most detailed aspects of the 
Chinese proposals. For example, the major powers all operated their 
own postal services in China, which deprived the Government of 
much needed revenue, as Mr Sze pointed out in calling for the foreign 
post offices to be closed down. 28 In this instance the powers accepted 
the Chinese case but agreed to close down their post offices only on 
condition that China could demonstrate its capacity for efficient 
administration in this regard and that the French Director General of 
the Chinese postal service was retained. On more sensitive matters, 
the Chinese made little progress, especially where Japanese interests 
were concerned. On several occasions between 28 November and 3 
December the Chinese raised the two most fundamental issues involv
ing violations of Chinese sovereignty: the maintenance of foreign 
troops and police in various parts of China, especially in Manchuria, 
and the retention by the powers of numerous territories leased under 
various 'unequal treaties' of the nineteenth century. The Japanese 
responded to the raising of the former question at first by delaying 
tactics, arguing that prior notice should be given for such 'compli
cated proposals' as the Chinese were advancing.29 After the Chinese 
delegation had circulated documents detailing its case in relation to 
Manchuria and other parts of China, the Japanese expressed their 
strong opposition to the Chinese arguments, while simultaneously 
claiming to be willing to withdraw from North China 'as soon as the 
actual conditions warrant it'.3° For the present, however, they stood 
by their fundamental contention that the state of affairs in China 
justified the retention of foreign troops, offering in support of this 
assertion detailed accounts of lawlessness in Manchuria and else
where, including numerous attacks on Japanese citizens.31 

Wellington Koo's raising of the question of the leased territories on 
3 December provoked a more general irritation, particularly from the 
British, who had even less intention of relinquishing their Hong Kong 
territory than the Japanese had of withdrawing from Manchuria. 
However, Balfour urged London to consider the possibility of con
ceding another British leased territory, Weihaiwei, in order to defuse 
Chinese criticisms and encourage Japan to be equally conciliatory 
over Shantung.32 Weihaiwei, he argued, was, in any case, virtually 
useless, a view that was strongly disputed by Winston Churchill at the 
Colonial Office and other diehard British imperialists. 33 Once again 
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the issue of China's internal chaos intruded. As Curzon cabled 
Balfour on 24 November, giving the Cabinet response to his 
proposals, 

To hand back any territory to a government that is devoid of 
any authority and is all but bankrupt would appear to be an act 
of pointless generosity. It would be much better to wait till 
China has put her house in order before conferring such favours, 
and to be certain that we obtain something that will contribute 
to general solution in return. 34 

Balfour had by this point had time to acquire some sympathy for the 
Chinese position and also to perceive that, unless significant progress 
were made in the direction of a stable and sovereign China, the 
prospects for constructing an enduring Far Eastern order were lim
ited, if not nonexistent. He made his feelings clear in a remarkable 
cable to Curzon on 27 November. He began by deriding the notion 
that Weihaiwei possessed any value for Britain. 'To ding to our treaty 
rights in a narrow spirit', he asserted, would be a 'profound mistake 
even from the point of view of our material interests'.35 Conceding 
Weihaiwei would cost Britain nothing but would help to soften the 
blow for Japan in giving up her rights in Shantung, where Japan had 
already spent millions. The heart of his argument is worth quoting 
in full: 

To hand back territory to bankrupt China may, as you say, 
appear to be an act of pointless generosity, but it is in reality an 
act which will be warmly appreciated by the Chinese people and 
it is to them and not to the government which can no longer 
claim their allegiance that we have, in the interests of our trade 
and general relations, to look for recognition. 

Feeling here is that· there can be no permanent peace in the Far 
East as long as China remains in her present disintegrated 
condition. State into which she has fallen is not thought to be 
entirely her own fault but to be due, in part at least, to the unfair 
treatment she has received at the hands of the powers in the 
past, and there seems to be a consensus of opinion which, I am 
glad to note, is shared by the Japanese, that we should all do our 
best at the cost of mutual sacrifices to help her to put her house 
in order by dropping, as far as possible, spheres of influence and 
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other restrictions upon her territorial and administrative inte
grity which have hampered her freedom of action and retarded 
her development in the past. The only return we can expect from 
China is the goodwill of the Chinese people, which, as Japan has 
realised, is far more valuable to a trading nation than territorial 
expansion producing resentment and commercial boycotts. 36 

In the event Weihaiwei was not returned until1930. 
If the powers were unwilling to grant China full sovereign rights, 

they were somewhat readier to cite international law and sovereignty 
in support of their own interests in China. When Wellington Koo 
called for the rescinding of the 1915 treaties that had been forced 
upon China in the aftermath of the Twenty One Demands, Shidehara 
countered with the argument that if rights 'solemnly granted by 
treaty' could be revoked on the grounds put forward by the Chinese, 
this would establish 'an exceedingly dangerous precedent'.37 The 
Chinese response to this, to the effect that an even more dangerous 
precedent would be established if it were accepted that a power could 
obtain concessions from a weaker state in the way that Japan had in 
1915 won little support, although Japan did retreat from the more 
extreme of its Twenty One Demands. 

Similarly the third of China's ten principles, urging the powers not 
to sign agreements that concerned her without consulting Peking, 
provoked a robust defence from several powers of their sovereign 
right to reach any agreement they wished. 38 In the end the powers 
would only accept a weak resolution proposed by the American 
delegation in which all agreed not to enter into any treaty, agreement, 
arrangement or understanding that would infringe or impair the four 
Root principles. 

It is clear from this brief outline that the constant spectre at the 
Washington feast was the internal situation of China. This deterior
ated even during the three months of the conference, causing serious 
dissension to come to the surface among the Chinese delegation, the 
consequences of which were noted in a cable dated 7 December from 
the American Secretary of State, Hughes, to the American Minister in 
China: 

Internal differences which have arisen within the Chinese dele
gation cause grave concern to the friends of China. During the 
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earlier part of the Conference their reasonable attitude had 
aroused the admiration of the public and of other delegations 
but a regrettable change has become manifest. Partly doubtless 
as a result of pressure from home and possibly through bad 
advice based on lack of knowledge of the full facts, certain 
members of the delegation have taken the attitude that no 
accommodation or compromise can be considered even in unim
portant matters.39 

The British view was even bleaker since the Chinese delegation as a 
whole was seen as representative of a government in Peking that was 
itself little more than a charade, 'a group of persons who call them
selves a government but who have long ceased to function as such in 
the Western sense of the term', in the words of the British ambassador 
to China.40 His opinion, just before the Conference began, was that 
the likely emphasis on such matters as China's sovereign rights and 
prestige that would dominate the arguments of Wellington Koo and 
others was not just misleading but positively harmful to China's true 
interests. What China really needed, in his view, was a delegation that 
would tell the truth about China's situation in the hope of persuading 
the Western powers to involve themselves even more fully in China's 
internal affairs, not to concentrate on urging a reduction of the 
foreign presence there. In his words 

A delegation representative of China's interests as a whole could 
be relied on to present such a picture of China in a light which 
would be almost certain to appeal to Anglo-Saxon sympathies 
and to elicit support and protection in no small measure. A 
delegation which represented Peking as a political unit would 
not and could not, however, tell the truth about China. It would 
on the other hand present a distorted picture of China and 
pretend to represent a working and workable and perfectly 
solvent administration, and would obscure, out of a mistaken 
sense of loyalty to Peking and an undue regard for 'face', 
China's real condition and needs.41 

Whether this kind of 'enlightened imperialism' was any longer 
appropriate to the situation is beside the point. What is important is 
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that it accurately reflected an influential Western view - shared by 
many - of the realistic prospects for the emergence of a stable, 
modernizing government in China. Without a sincere Western belief 
in the possibility of such a government, Chinese pleas for dignity, still 
less for full sovereignty, were certain to fall on stony ground. The 
most China could hope for in 1922 was a few limited gestures. In the 
event, the Washington Conference's two treaties and nine resolutions 
on China, together with the separate agreement on Shantung, could 
be seen as a relative success for the Chinese negotiators, and have 
been so regarded by many historians. What they really offered was 
the possibility of a fresh start - a framework for a new China - but in 
the absence of a government with an authentic claim to legitimacy 
and authority throughout the country, very little could be constructed 
on the foundations laid at Washington. 

Ironically, when a government did begin to emerge under Chiang 
Kai-shek's Kuomintang with a better claim to be a truly national 
government than any regime since the fall of the Manchu dynasty, the 
international situation had radically altered. The liberal diplomacy of 
Shidehara was under increasing strain as the economic benefits it had 
promised failed to materialize, while Japan still faced racially inspired 
bans on immigration to the large, underpopulated Anglo-Saxon 
nations.42 What many Japanese had seen as excessive conciliation of 
China at the Washington Conference had failed to improve Japanese 
popularity in China. The success of Chiang Kai-shek's Northern 
Expedition brought for the first time the possibility of effective 
Chinese forces in the north, who might turn their attention to 
Manchuria. The Soviets, who had been seen as a multifaceted threat 
by Japan ever since the Bolshevik revolution, had cleverly exploited 
China's internal situation to their advantage and had close links with 
both the Kuomintang and the rising force of the Chinese Communist 
Party - a further cause for Japanese alarm. Finally, the collapse of 
world trade from 1929 onwards dealt a final blow to Shidehara's case 
for a liberal and conciliatory foreign policy and strengthened the 
hands of those in the army who had maintained all along that only 
force would enable Japan to achieve her place in the sun. The seizure 
of Manchuria in 1931 set Japan upon a course that decisively 
uncoupled it from the Western powers and led eventually to Pearl 
Harbor; but from the perspective of the Japanese militarists in 
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Manchuria, who were increasingly taking matters into their own 
hands, they had been leh with very little choice. 

It was suggested at the beginning of this essay that the failure of the 
Washington Conference to deal adequately with the China question 
was a significant factor in the failure of the Washington Conference 
system as a whole. The full dimension of the China factor can best be 
appreciated if one imagines an alternative history in which a stronger 
and more unified and stable China had emerged in the early 1920s at 
a time when Japan was committed to liberal policies and able to 
benefit through trade and investment from a fast growing Chinese 
economy. It is still impossible to say with certainty that the two 
countries would not have gone to war eventually with the onset of the 
Depression. However, what with hindsight seems an inevitable slide 
to war in the Pacific during the 1930s might have taken a radically 
different course if the China of 1922 had been in a fit state to take full 
advantage of what was on offer at Washington, or to win even more 
because it had gained the trust of the powers. That, in essence, is why 
the considerable achievements of the Washington Conference in arms 
control and the construction of a regional balance of power 
depended, in the final analysis, on the success of the Conference in 
what many saw as a secondary matter: the rehabilitation of China. 
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Arms Control and the 
Washington Conference 

JOHN H. MAURER 

I 

More than 70 years have passed since representatives of the major 
powers met in Washington in an attempt to curtail the naval rivalries 
threatening to embroil them in a cold war. At the time, the results of 
the Washington Conference exceeded the expectations of its partici
pants. An arms control agreement was reached that cancelled the 
battleship-building programmes scheduled for completion during the 
1920s by Great Britain, Japan, and the United States. In addition, the 
conference yielded agreements that promised to provide for great
power cooperation and political stability throughout East Asia. These 
accomplishments were considerable and attest to the importance that 
was assigned to the Washington Conference by statesmen and policy 
commentators. 

Although the battle fleet made up of heavily armoured, big-gunned 
capital ships is no longer the queen on the strategic chessboard, the 
Washington Conference nonetheless continues to fascinate and 
arouse controversy among historians and international relations ana
lysts. This scholarly interest in the Washington Conference is driven 
in part by the emotionally charged policy debates of the 1970s and 
1980s about the prominent role played by arms control in relations 
between the United States and the Soviet Union. Since the naval 
limitation treaty agreed to at the Washington Conference has come to 
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epitomize a successful arms control system, modern-day arms con
trollers and their critics have examined it in an attempt to validate 
current-day policy prescriptions. After all, if the naval limits agreed to 
at Washington promoted great-power cooperation during the 1920s, 
why did Soviet-American arms control efforts prove so barren in 
bringing an end to the superpowers' cold war? The Washington 
Conference has thus provided an important historical case for the 
study of generic political and strategic issues that surround arms 
control negotiations. The result of this scholarly inquiry has been to 
enrich both current policy debates about arms control and the histori
cal investigation of great-power relations in the earlier part of this 
century. 

The purpose of this essay is to evaluate the results of the 
Washington Conference by drawing upon the insights of recent ana
lyses done on the topic of arms control. Why were the great powers 
competing with each other in the building of battleships? What were 
the expectations of decision makers when they entered into negotia
tions to limit their naval rivalries? Was the outcome of the 
Washington Conference foreordained by political forces at work in 
each of the major powers? What impact did arms control have on the 
overall strategic relationship of the participants? These questions 
form the framework for my evaluation and illustrate why the 
Washington Conference remains such a fascinating topic for histor
ians, political scientists, and policy analysts. 

II 

Although Great Britain, Japan, and the United States had fought a 
common enemy in imperial Germany during the First World War, at 
the end of fighting a naval competition emerged between them. To a 
generation that had been brought up on the geopolitical theories of 
Alfred Thayer Mahan and witnessed the slaughter of the First World 
War, this naval competition was a manifestation of underlying shifts 
in power balances within the international system. 1 Japan and the 
United States were rising great powers, and they challenged Britain's 
position of leadership in international trade, finance, and naval 
power. This competition, left unchecked, portended an eventual con
flict on the magnitude of the one that had just ended. At the Paris 
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Peace Conference, Colonel Edward House, President Woodrow 
Wilson's unofficial national security adviser, certainly thought so. He 
pointedly told Britain's Prime Minister David Lloyd George that, if a 
naval rivalry occurred between the two countries, 'England and the 
United States would be in the same attitude toward one another in the 
future as England and Germany had been in the past'. Lloyd George 
agreed with House's gloomy assessment of the likely international 
consequences of a naval competition between Britain and the United 
States.2 

The United States was, of course, already an industrial giant and 
possessed the world's largest economy before the First World War. 
The war further strengthened the position of the United States in the 
international economy by making it into the world's leading trading 
state and financial centre. The United States' share of world exports 
increased from 12.4 per cent in 1913 to 16 per cent in 1929. The 
surge in exports was led by the sale of manufactured goods, such as 
cars and automobile parts, oil and petroleum products, and machin
ery. American exports and imports in 1929 reached $10.2 billion, 
more than double the value of its total foreign trade for 1913. This 
growth in American foreign trade stood in marked contrast to the 
sluggish performance of Britain's economy during the same period. 
Between 1913 and 1929 Britain's share of world exports dropped 
from 15.4 to 11.8 per cent. The growth in American trade was 
paralleled by the rise in its foreign investments, which supplanted 
British holdings in the Western Hemisphere and challenged Britain's 
position in other regions around the globe. By 1922 American invest
ments in Canada surpassed British holdings, and United States invest
ments in Latin America equalled those of Britain in 1929.3 In foreigri 
trade and international finance, Britain and the United States were 
trading places during the 1920s.4 

However, the growing importance of United States economic 
power does not tell the full story. The rise of the United States during 
the twentieth century as a superpower was accompanied by its 
growth as a naval power. The First World War had awakened a 
security consciousness among American decision makers about the 
political and strategic importance of naval power. Germany and 
Britain had showed disregard for American interests on the high seas. 
Consequently, the Wilson Administration sponsored and the 
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Congress passed in August 1916legislation authorizing a naval build
ing programme designed to give the United States a navy as strong as 
that possessed by any other great power. If Germany had won the 
First World War, the 1916 programme would have created a navy 
capable of providing for the security of the Western Hemisphere from 
any expansionist German colonial ambitions. If Britain and its allies 
won, the Navy would help shape the peace settlement along the lines 
wanted by Woodrow Wilson. In the new world order envisioned by 
Wilson, Britain's traditional standing as the world's dominant naval 
power would come to an end. The diplomatic disagreement with 
Britain during the war over the rights of neutral shipping contributed 
to the naval build-up by the United States. A battle fleet at least equal 
to that of Britain meant that American decision makers would have a 
powerful bargaining lever in negotiations between the two countries. 
In particular, Wilson wanted to compel Britain into accepting the 
League of Nations and sharing leadership within the new inter
national system with the United States. The United States would be an 
equal of Britain in the world political arena if it also possessed 
equality in naval strength. 

Although Wilson's vision of the United States playing a leading role 
in the League of Nations failed to materialize, the change of adminis
trations in the United States, with the election of Warren Gamaliel 
Harding as President, did not result in a reduction in the 1916 naval 
building programme. Indeed, as a candidate, President-elect, and 
during his first 100 days in office, Harding appeared bent on com
pleting the 1916 programme. In December 1920, upon returning 
from a Caribbean vacation, the sun-tanned President-elect called for 
'a big navy and a big merchant marine'. In Harding's view, the United 
States 'must be a maritime people, since no nation has ever written a 
complete page in history that has not taken a prominent place in 
maritime affairs .... No nation can hope to be eminent in commerce 
in these times without a naval institution adequate to protect those 
rights'.5 The future of the United States as a trading state, then, 
appeared intertwined with its rise as a naval power. 

The United States was also building a strong battle fleet to streng
then its strategic position in the Pacific. Japan's expansion on the 
Asian mainland and in the Pacific threatened the United States 
throughout East Asia. To defeat Japan in any future war, American 
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naval planners had devised the so-called Orange Plan, which called 
for a trans-Pacific advance by the battle fleet and required a consider
able superiority over Japan in naval strength.6 In addition to its 
wartime role, a strong navy would provide American decision-makers 
with a useful stick in negotiations with the Japanese. 

Japanese statesmen and admirals looked with alarm at the naval 
stick being fashioned by the United States. Since 1907, Japanese naval 
leaders had looked on the United States as a potential adversary. In 
their view, Japan's dominant position in East Asia depended on the 
ability of the navy to defeat any naval thrust across the Pacific by the 
United States. To defeat the United States at sea, Japanese naval 
planners devised and won governmental approval for a major pro
gramme of shipbuilding, the so-called eight-eight program, which 
called for a first-line strength of eight battleships and eight battle 
cruisers. 7 With this level of naval strength, the United States was 
unlikely to push a confrontation with Tokyo to the point of war, and 
Japan's sphere of influence in East Asia would be secure. 

The growth of the United States and Japan as naval powers ser
iously eroded the hegemony exercised by Britain on the high seas. To 
be sure, immediately after the First World War, Britain's naval pos
ition in European waters was much more secure than it had been in 
1914: imperial Germany's naval challenge was completely defeated, 
and Britain's nineteenth-century naval rivals France and Russia were 
seriously weakened by the war. Outside of European waters, how
ever, Britain's naval position had deteriorated. This naval weakness 
threatened to undercut Britain's diplomatic standing as a great power 
and its leadership position within the Empire. Moreover, the decline 
of Britain's naval power made the Empire more vulnerable to attack. 

Nor could British decision makers derive much comfort from the 
fact that Japan and the United States were principally building up 
their naval forces for use against each other in the Pacific. The 
enormous naval building programmes projected by Japan and the 
United States would soon place them ahead of Britain in modern 
capital ships. Lloyd George worried: 'If Japan and the United States 
build against each other, one of the fleets eventually might be used 
against Britain'. 8 

This fear was shared by Admiralty planners. Britain would be 
reduced to third in the standings of the naval powers if it did not keep 
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pace with American and Japanese naval construction. Of course, 
Britain's naval leadership was determined to prevent this from hap
pening at all costs. Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, Britain's naval com
mander at the famous battle of Jutland and a former First Sea Lord, 
recommended in 1919 a minimum naval building programme of 12 
capital ships to keep abreast of the United States.9 Successive British 
First Sea Lords, Admiral Sir Rosslyn Wester Wemyss and Admiral Sir 
David Beatty, saw no realistic option other than a naval building 
programme to keep the Royal Navy at least as strong as that of the 
United States. The Admiralty certainly wanted to maintain Britain's 
premier standing among the world's naval powers. Vice-Admiral Sir 
Osmond de Beauvoir Brock, the Deputy Chief of Naval Staff, pro
vided the Admiralty's assessment of the importance of not falling 
behind the United States in capital-ship strength. In drawing the 
strategic contours of a war between Britain and the United States, 
Brock argued that the conflict's outcome would be determined by the 
relative strength of the two countries' battle fleets. As Brock suc
cinctly put it: 'give the Americans capital ships and give us none, 
America will defeat Great Britain.'10 The Royal Navy's leadership 
were determined to fight for the construction of battleships and battle 
cruisers to keep abreast of the United States. Beatty intended 'to 
resign rather than go down to posterity as the First Sea Lord in office 
at the time such a shameful decision' - that is, surrender 'supremacy 
of the sea to America' - was made. 11 

Lloyd George's Government resisted the idea of a major shipbuild
ing programme and naval competition with the United States. While 
committed to maintaining Britain's naval primacy, Lloyd George 
wanted to avoid a naval rivalry with the United States. First, it was by 
no means clear to Britain's leaders that their country could defeat a 
naval challenge by the United States in the same way that they had 
defeated imperial Germany. Even the Admiralty's projections showed 
that, in an all-out competition, the United States could stay ahead of 
Britain in a battleship competition. Second, heavy naval spending 
would act as a drag on Britain's economy by dramatically increasing 
government spending. Economic expansion would be choked off by 
higher government spending requiring increased taxes or heavier 
borrowing. Britain's financial picture was further complicated by 
the huge war debt it owed to American lenders. Lloyd George's 
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Government wanted to put Britain's economic house in order by 
curtailing government spending, and it did not relish increased expen
diture on new naval construction. High government spending, so it 
was argued within the British Government, would endanger Britain's 
economic recovery. Lloyd George worried that a costly naval rivalry 
with the United States would endanger Britain's competitive position 
within the international economy. 

The cost of providing for the naval defence of the British Empire 
against Japan or the United States was indeed staggering. Some 
notion of the potential costs of competing with either of them can be 
gleaned from the reports provided by Admiral Jellicoe, who had been 
sent in 1919 on an around-the-world tour to survey the naval needs 
of the Empire. His recommendations painted a serious picture of 
Britain's naval requirements. For the Pacific, Jellicoe recommended 
the stationing of a battle fleet of 16 capital ships, that is battleships 
and battle cruisers. This force level was derived from Jellicoe's calcu
lation that Britain required in the Pacific a fleet approximately equal 
to the front-line naval strength of Japan. Jellicoe estimated that the 
annual operating expenses for maintaining a fleet in the Pacific would 
amount to £14 million. A strong British battle fleet stationed in the 
Pacific would be able to contain Japan during the initial stages of an 
Anglo-Japanese war, providing time for Britain to send substantial 
reinforcements to the Far East from European waters. In addition to 
naval forces more than double that of Japan, Jellicoe called for the 
development of the logistical infrastructure - bases, fuel supplies and 
storage - to support the world-wide naval movements of Britain's 
Navy. 12 The expense of building up the navies of Britain and the 
Commonwealth states to the point where they could single-handedly 
defend the British Empire against Japan was immense. Given the high 
cost involved in any programme for naval rearmament, Lloyd 
George's fears that a renewed naval competition would hinder 
Britain's economic recovery were not unfounded. 

Instead of naval building, the British Government pinned its faith 
on arms control as a way of heading off a naval rivalry with the 
United States. Arms control potentially offered a neat solution to the 
defence dilemma facing the British Government, namely to retain 
naval superiority while at the same time hold down naval spending. 
The British Government was eager to enter into either a formal or 
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tacit arms control agreement. To that end, Britain halted capital-ship 
construction at the end of the First World War, cancelling three ships 
of the so-called Hood class that were then being built. By taking 
unilateral steps to reduce their own naval building and spending, 
Britain's leaders hoped that the United States naval building pro
gramme would slow down as well. British moderation, it was 
thought, would moderate American shipbuilding. Lord Grey of 
Fallodon, Britain's Ambassador in Washington during the second 
half of 1919, was 'convinced that the best course for us is to produce 
moderate navy estimates ... in the expectation that example set by us 
will be followed here [by the United States]' .13 Lloyd George expected 
the United States to reciprocate for the restraint in shipbuilding 
shown by Britain. 14 

Yet repeated British efforts to reach an arms control agreement 
with the United States failed to halt the 1916 naval building pro
gramme. By the end of 1920, confronted by the ongoing naval 
building programmes of Japan and the United States, Lloyd George's 
Government could not temporize for much longer: if Britain was not 
to fall seriously behind in relative naval strength, it needed to make a 
decision about renewed capital ship construction. 15 Lloyd George still 
held out hope that an arms control agreement might be reached in the 
near future. If another arms control initiative failed, however, Britain 
would respond by staying abreast of American and Japanese naval 
construction. Far from accepting the relegation to second or third 
place among the world's naval powers, the British Government reluc
tantly concluded during the winter of 1920-21 to compete in the 
building of battleships with Japan and the United States. 

III 

The success of the Washington Conference in curtailing the naval 
arms competition between the great powers, it has been argued, was 
foreordained because it simply codified existing strategic and political 
realities. Bruce Berkowitz, for example, in his study of arms control 
Calculated Risks, maintains that limitations would have occurred on 
naval building even without a formal agreement. The great powers, in 
Berkowitz's view, were not likely to compete in battleships because 
domestic political constraints ruled out heavy spending on arma-
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ments. Berkowitz contends that 'the Washington Treaty, perhaps the 
most celebrated arms control agreement of all, may have been, in 
reality, irrelevant'.16 But the Washington Conference was far from 
irrelevant. By projecting back onto the 1920s a view about arms 
control that is largely derived from the Soviet-American experience 
in negotiating limits on their nuclear forces during the 1970s and 
1980s, Berkowitz understates the political and strategic problems 
that might have frustrated an agreement at the Washington 
Conference. The result is an overly deterministic view of the naval 
arms control negotiations that took place during the 1920s. An 
examination of the Washington Conference underscores the con
tingent nature of history and reveals that an agreement between 
Britain, Japan, and the United States to cut their battleship construc
tion programmes was far from inevitable. 

The arms control agreement reached at Washington had eluded 
statesmen at other negotiations undertaken in the immediate after
math of the First World War. At the Paris Peace Conference, for 
example, Britain's Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, had pressed 
the United States for a naval limitation agreement during the spring of 
1919. He even threatened to withhold British support for the League 
of Nations as a way of inducing Woodrow Wilson to accept a naval 
arms control agreement that maintained Britain's dominant position 
on the high seas. This heavy-handed arms control initiative failed, 
however, as Britain and the United States could not agree about the 
relative size of their navies. Lloyd George renewed his search for 
naval arms control during the second half of 1919 by promoting a 
high-level diplomatic mission by Lord Grey. One of Grey's principal 
objectives during his short-lived tenure as Ambassador to the United 
States was to reach an agree~ent to prevent Anglo-American naval 
rivalry. Despite the determination of Grey and Lloyd George to 
obtain a settlement, this special diplomatic mission also failed. 17 

The immediate background to the Washington Conference, then, 
did not provide much grounds for optimism that an arms control 
agreement could be reached to limit the number of battleships being 
built by Britain, Japan, and the United States. To many observers of 
world politics, the three countries appeared poised at the beginning of 
1921 on the verge of a major naval building programme that would 
poison relations between them, much as Germany's naval challenge 
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had caused a deterioration in Anglo-German relations before the First 
World War. Lloyd George had this ominous historical parallel in 
mind when he told the Committee of Imperial Defence that, if Britain 
entered into a naval shipbuilding competition with the United States, 
'it would be the biggest decision they had taken since 1914, and 
conceivably greater than that taken in 1914 .... There would follow 
precisely the same tension as had resulted from our naval competition 
with Germany'. 18 Meanwhile, Sir William Tyrrell, then serving as 
Assistant Under-Secretary at the British Foreign Office, wrote to his 
American friend Edward House: 'We are hearing a great deal about 
the naval agitation in your country, and I cannot help being struck by 
the similarity of arguments being used in support of that policy with 
those that were trotted out by the Tirpitz crowd.' 19 Even Winston 
Churchill, who generally deprecated the likelihood of naval compe
tition between Britain and the United States, was alarmed by the 
naval situation and began comparing it to the pre-1914 circum
stances. 'The naval position vis-a-vis Japan & America', he wrote, 'is 
rapidly becoming very serious .... I think we ought without further 
delay to declare a programme of approximately four capital ships a 
year for four or five years on the lines of the programme I declared 
against Germany in 1912.'20 It is only in retrospect that the fears of 
British decision makers appear overblown. 

That the meeting at Washington was unlikely to result in success is 
further attested by the fact that such an astute politician as Lloyd 
George decided not to lead the British delegation to the conference's 
opening. To be sure, Lloyd George had other pressing political prob
lems - such as the critical negotiations over Ireland - that demanded 
his close attention and appeared to rule out an extended trip to the 
United States. Many of Lloyd George's colleagues and advisers still 
thought that, despite the political problems his Government faced 
closer to home, he should lead the British delegation at the opening 
of the conference. Churchill urged Lloyd George to travel to 
Washington 

to establish friendly personal relations with Harding and 
Hughes, that you ought to make them conscious of the loyalty 
and friendliness of our motives and at the same time of our 
strong determination not to be ousted from our world position, 
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and generally to get the Conference started as far as possible on 
sound lines and to arrive at some informal understandings on 
its great underlying issues with the statesmen of America and 
Japan.21 

Britain's Ambassador in the United States, Sir Auckland Geddes, even 
argued that the 'presence or absence of Prime Minister for few days at 
opening of Conference may make all the difference between success 
and failure.'22 Had he rated chances for success more highly, surely 
Lloyd George would have seized the opportunity to stand in the 
political limelight and take credit for the achievements of a major 
international conference. However, Lloyd George was not at all 
sanguine about the chances of a productive negotiation with the United 
States. Lloyd George confided to Frances Stevenson, his confidential 
secretary and mistress, that he did not want to go to the conference -
she recorded in her diary, he 'loathes the idea'- even though he was 
expected to attend. 'Personally - and naturally - I think he is the only 
person who can carry off disarmament', she wrote. 'But so many feuds 
and prejudices have been roused by this proposal & by the attitude of 
America that it is difficult to say what will be the outcome of it.'23 If 
Lloyd George shared his mistress' opinion that only he could crown the 
conference with success, then by not attending the British Prime 
Minister was dooming the talks to failure. 24 

The difficulties standing in the way of the great powers arranging 
mutual limits on their naval armaments programmes are also shown 
by follow-up arms control negotiations that tried to build upon the 
framework established by the Washington Conference. Although 
Britain and the United States had agreed at Washington to parity in 
capital-ship strength, they ·could not reach a settlement about their 
relative cruiser strengths at the failed Geneva Conference of 1927.25 

For Britain's leaders, parity in battle-fleet strength did not mean 
overall equality. Instead, they insisted that Britain's special strategic 
requirements of defending a global empire meant the Royal Navy 
must be superior in overall strength. In particular, Britain required a 
superior force of cruisers. The First London Naval Conference, which 
represented the high point of interwar naval arms control, depended 
on the resolution of serious disagreements about relative force levels 
in cruisers. Only the determination of President Herbert Hoover and 
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Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald broke the impasse on the cruiser 
controversy in Anglo-American relations.26 In addition, the London 
agreement depended upon the firm stand by Japan's Prime Minister 
Hamaguchi Osachi in overriding the objections of the Japanese 
Navy's General Staff.27 Meanwhile, France and Italy could not com
pose their differences over naval building programmes. These differ
ences led to the refusal of France and Italy to join in on the London 
agreement of 1930.28 Naval arms control agreements during the 
1920s, then, were more difficult to achieve than they often appear to 
modern-day analysts. The agreement on setting mutual limits on 
naval armaments that occurred at Washington thus appears far from 
overdetermined. 

To be sure, by the summer of 1921 the governments in power in 
Britain, Japan, and the United States wanted to obtain some relief 
from the prospect of expensive naval building programmes. How
ever, the actual terms of the agreement reached at the Washington 
Conference were not predestined, even if some form of arms control 
was the likely outcome. Most informed commentators and policy
makers assumed that any arms control agreement reached at the 
conference would codify the 1916 building programme that the 
United States had under way. The General Board of the US Navy for 
its part insisted on the completion of the 1916 programme as part of 
an agreement.29 

The General Board was not alone in expecting that arms control 
would enable the United States to complete the 1916 programme. 
Admiral Beatty, Britain's First Sea Lord, thought 'that the new [Hard
ing] Administration, even if possessed of the best motives in the 
world, could scarcely be expected to refrain from completing the 
ships already laid down'.30 In response to the United States naval 
programme, the British Government was resigned to building at least 
eight and perhaps as many as 12 new capital ships.31 Given Beatty's 
view that a 'naval holiday' would cripple Britain's shipbuilding 
industry, the British delegation envisioned an arms control agreement 
that permitted the construction of new capital ships. 

Japan's naval leaders came to the same conclusion. While Admiral 
Kato Tomosaburo signalled Japan's willingness to forgo the com
pletion of its eight-eight building programme of capital ships, 
Japanese leaders did not anticipate a drastic cutback in their ship-
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building. In preparation for arms control negotiations, the Japanese 
Navy's leadership drew up a menu of shipbuilding options, running 
from completion of the programmed eight-eight plan to a naval 
holiday that froze the world's battle fleets to their existing size. They 
also considered scaling back the eight-eight plan to an eight-four or 
eight-six programme of battleships and battle cruisers. On the eve of 
the conference, the Japanese Navy's leadership concluded that they 
could accept any arms control agreement - even if it meant abandon
ing most of the eight-eight programme - so long as a seven-to-ten 
ratio in capital ships with regard to the United States was obtained.32 

The Japanese negotiating stance was flexible and depended on what 
the United States decided to build. 

Agreement at Washington, then, might have codified a strategic 
reality far different from the one that it did. The negotiations in 
Washington might have resulted in an arms control settlement that 
permitted a substantial naval build-up, much as the SALT I and SALT 
II accords reached by the United States and the Soviet Union during 
the 1970s permitted the superpowers to deploy an extensive array of 
new nuclear weapons systems. Indeed, a 'managed build-up' was a 
much more likely outcome, given the expectations of the participants, 
than the dramatic cuts presented by Charles Evans Hughes in his 
speech at the conference's opening. That the reality of Washington 
did not fit the expectations of its participants shows the importance of 
statesmanship and diplomatic strategy in shaping the outcome of 
negotiations. 

An examination of the Washington Conference also shows that 
several important sticking points might have broken up the talks. 
Two major obstacles stood in the way of agreement. First, the 'stop
now' proposal ran counter to the projected building programmes of 
the major naval powers. Hughes' scheme required that the navies of 
the major powers forgo new construction and stay content with the 
battleships already completed. Second, the ratio system devised to 
balance the naval requirements of the major powers was very contro
versial, and there was opposition in each country to the ratio that 
they had been granted. Agreement required compromise and changes 
in Hughes' original proposal. 

One road-block was the Japanese insistence on retaining the battle
ship Mutsu. This battleship was largely completed by the end of 
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1921, and Japan hastened to finish its construction as a way of 
presenting the conference with a fait accompli. Although the Mutsu's 
design did not embrace all of the lessons of the combat experience of 
the First World War, it was nonetheless a powerful warship, mount
ing 16-inch heavy guns as its main armament, good armour protec
tion, and a faster speed than any battleships in the United States 
Navy. By insisting on the Mutsu's completion, Japan upset Hughes' 
'stop-now' proposal. Since Japan intended to complete the Mutsu, 
Britain and the United States decided to complete two extra battle
ships as a way of offsetting this gain for the Japanese Navy. 

Japan was not alone in rejecting Hughes's 'stop-now' formula: 
Britain's naval leadership was also unhappy with the American pro
posal for a battleship holiday. Beatty thought it essential that Britain 
acquire new battleships that embodied the lessons learned from the 
combat experience of the First World War. Without the construction 
of new battleships, Britain's battle fleet would qualitatively lag behind 
the latest generation of American and Japanese battleships. He was 
also troubled that the capacity of British shipyards to build large 
warships would be run down if they were idled, thereby hurting 
Britain's capability to rearm when the naval holiday ended. Beatty's 
concern, then, was that, if his Government accepted the holiday 
proposal, Britain would find itself unable to build modern battleships 
and outclassed at sea by naval rivals. Lloyd George's Government, in 
its quest to reduce government spending, was willing to run that risk, 
and it intended to accept the American limitation scheme even if the 
Admiralty did not agree. Alarmed by the Government's decision, 
Beatty hurriedly returned to Britain in an attempt to alter it. Beatty 
confided to a former mistress that he would be 'more use soothing 
Lloyd George and keeping him straight' on naval spending than by 
staying on with the negotiating team in Washington.33 That Britain 
eventually built the new battleships Nelson and Rodney, however, 
had less to do with Beatty's politicking than with Japan's insistence 
on retaining the Mutsu. Japan's stance played into the Admiralty's 
hands.34 

Another stumbling block to an agreement was the French demand 
for a larger battle fleet. The French delegation wanted a battleship 
force equal to that accorded Japan and superior to the Italian fleet. 
The French were especially incensed that their country was accorded 
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parity in battle-fleet strength with Italy. Although the American 
delegation was willing to go along with the French demand for a 
higher ratio - after all, a stronger French Navy would undermine 
Britain's relative strategic position in Europe- this was unacceptable 
to Britain and Italy.35 Thus, the French stand threatened Hughes' 
plan. 

However, this threat was hollow, and the French Government 
eventually gave way on the issue of relative battle-fleet strength. 
France's retreat on this issue can largely be explained by the exorbi
tant cost it would have faced in trying to build up the French battle 
fleet to equal that of Japan. For a country trying to rebuild from the 
devastation of the First World War, the expense would have been 
prohibitive. Furthermore, the French bargaining hand was weak 
because France did not have under way a major building programme 
of warships. Thus, the French Government had little ground to assert 
their claim for a higher ratio of strength. Had France walked away 
from the negotiations, a settlement between Britain, Japan, and the 
United States would still most likely have been reached, since only a 
substantial (and improbable) French naval build-up to gain parity 
with the Japanese fleet would have overturned the ratios established 
at Washington. In settling this dispute, France did get its way by 
refusing to accept restrictions on smaller combatants. By building 
cruisers and submarines, the French Government thought it could 
stay ahead of Italy as a naval power and obtain political leverage on 
Britain. 

Of course, the inability of the great powers to agree at Washington 
about limits for cruisers, destroyers, and submarines opened a new 
arena for great-power naval competition. Indeed, some analysts argue 
that the naval arms competition was simply rechannelled into 
these uncontrolled weapons, whose development was spurred by the 
agreement. 36 There is considerable merit to these arguments. The 
Washington Conference did underscore the disagreements between 
the great powers when they attempted to set further limits on cruisers 
and submarines during the 1920s. While Britain was willing to 
concede a rough parity with the United States in capital-ship strength, 
it also wanted to retain overall naval superiority by building a larger 
force of cruisers.37 British decision makers argued that their country's 
strategic position required a superiority in cruisers. Moreover, both 
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Japan and France tried to compensate for the inferior ratios accorded 
their battle fleets by building cruisers and submarines. Thus, the 
Washington agreement provided impetus to the construction of large 
crmsers. 

The Washington agreement also permitted the modernization of 
capital ships, although it did set limits on what improvements could 
be undertaken. Both the United States and Japan took advantage of 
this provision to improve substantially the combat capabilities of 
their battleships. Britain, on the other hand, did not follow suit, and 
by the early 1930s many American naval officers concluded that the 
United States battle fleet was superior to that possessed by Britain.38 

This improvement in the capability of the United States battle fleet 
was resented by British policy makers, who complained that the 
United States was violating the provisions of the Washington treaty 
on permitted modernization. 

In an important way, however, the Washington agreement did not 
follow the dictates of modern-day arms control theory, which con
tends that countries typically are only willing to scrap old weapons 
while avoiding limitations on promising new systems.39 According to 
this line of reasoning, the major naval powers should have scrapped 
older battleships and protected their ability to build the most modern 
capital ships. But the Washington arms control agreement did not 
conform to this pattern. The great powers agreed to hold on to older 
systems and largely forego new capital ships, much to the chagrin of 
many admirals who wanted to build larger battleships that incorpor
ated the lessons of the First World War. 

Another major hurdle in the way of an agreement was Japan's 
claim that its battle fleet be accorded a higher ratio with regard to that 
of the United States. In an attempt to overcome Japanese opposition, 
a sophisticated trade-off between bases and ships was required that 
offset Japan's inferior capital-ship ratio. Britain and the United States 
agreed to limit the defences protecting forward bases in the western 
Pacific, thereby undermining their ability to project naval power into 
the region during the initial stages of a conflict with Japan. Both 
Britain and the United States made concessions on this issue because 
neither government wanted to incur the cost of building up the strong 
defensive positions and logistical infrastructure required for the for
ward deployment of their naval power in East Asia. Although Britain 
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and the United States undercut their ability to carry out offensive 
operations in the early stages of a war against Japan, they did reserve 
the right to build up bases to support a distant defence of their 
positions in the Pacific. Britain worked throughout the interwar 
period to strengthen its defensive bastion at Singapore, intended as 
the linchpin in the defence of the British Empire in the Far East. The 
United States also wanted to have a free hand in developing Hawaii 
into a first-class naval base. The net strategic result of this trade-off 
was to accord Japan naval dominance in the western Pacific. Despite 
the inferior ratio in battle-fleet strength, Japan thus emerged from the 
Washington Conference in a relatively strong strategic position. 

IV 

What if Washington had failed? It was by no means certain that the 
Washington Conference would result in an agreement. Many ob
stacles stood in the way of that agreement, and these hurdles tested 
the ingenuity and patience of the negotiators. That these impediments 
were overcome does not mean, however, that an agreement was 
inevitable. Of course, to answer a counterfactual question is to risk 
the danger of idle speculation, but that danger has not stopped some 
arms control analysts and historians from grappling with this ques
tion. Indeed, much of the controversy surrounding the consequences 
of the Washington Conference is derived from speculations about 
alternative outcomes. These alternative outcomes are then typically 
used to evaluate the actual results of the Washington Conference. 

Corelli Barnett, for example, argues that Britain would have been 
strategically better off if the Washington Conference had failed. 
Britain could then have renewed the Anglo-Japanese Alliance as a 
counterweight to the rise of United States naval power. For Barnett, 
Britain had a fall-back strategy of an alliance with Japan and 
increased naval building that would have better provided for the 
security of the British Empire than cooperation with the United 
States. Indeed, according to Barnett, 'the Washington Conference was 
one of the major catastrophes of English history'.40 

However, would Britain's security have been enhanced by building 
12 new capital ships and renewing its alliance with Japan? Was a 
British naval build-up the best response to the challenge that the United 
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States posed to Britain's standing within the international system? For 
that matter, would Japan have been better served by the failure of the 
Washington Conference? How might the United States have benefited 
from the failure of arms control? These questions bring into sharp 
focus the security dilemmas facing decision makers at the time of the 
Washington Conference. 

The American negotiating team understood that these talks might 
fail, and they framed their proposals with this in mind. In preparing 
for the negotiations in Washington, the Harding Administration was 
positioning itself to overcome the domestic political opposition 
arrayed against continuation of the 1916 naval building programme. 
If Britain or Japan had refused to agree to the American arms control 
proposals, the arguments of arms controllers would be discredited. 
That the American proposal was intended to disarm domestic politi
cal critics as well as foreign governments is clear. A month before 
opening the conference, President Harding sketched his basic 
approach to the negotiations to a friendly journalist: 'We'll talk 
sweetly and patiently to them [the other major naval powers] at first; 
but if they don't agree then we'll say "God damn you, if it's a race, 
then the United States is going to go to it" '.41 The President's 
intentions were clear to the team of policy makers drawing up the 
American negotiating proposal, as can be seen from the diary of 
Senator Henry Cabot Lodge. On 12 October 1921, as the State 
Department and the Navy were preparing the American bargaining 
position, Lodge dined with the President at the White House, where 
the discussion revolved around the forthcoming arms control confer
ence. Lodge found that President Harding felt 'very strongly about 
having our six battle cruisers built'. But the President 'also felt the 
great necessity ... of making some offer at the very outset as to a 
general limitation of armaments which would satisfy the desires of 
the country and put the question straight to the other Powers'. Lodge 
did 'not for a moment believe that either Japan or England will accept 
it [the American proposal], but if they do not accept it we shall have 
made our position clear and will lay the responsibility where it will 
belong- with them'.42 Harding insisted, in a high-level meeting with 
Hughes and Secretary of the Navy Edwin Denby, that the opening 
American proposal must 'prove the honesty of our intentions to the 
country and to place us therefore, in a position where, if any refusal 
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came on the part of any European powers, Congress and the Senate 
would be behind the administration's plans'.43 During his campaign 
for the Presidency, Harding was for a big navy, and championed the 
completion of the 1916 naval programme. Hughes' highly publicized 
'stop-now' proposal was intended to regain the initiative for the 
administration in its domestic political struggle for a larger navy. 
Thus, Roger Dingman's conclusion is certainly on the mark: 'The 
United States shaped the kind of limited arms control proposal it did 
primarily for domestic political reasons.'44 Much like the zero option 
on intermediate nuclear forces put forward by President Reagan in 
November 1981, the Harding Administration presented a negotiating 
proposal that would establish a domestic political consensus for a 
continued arms build-up if the talks failed. 

The competition could have become more intense if the Harding 
Administration had responded to the failure of negotiations by mov
ing forward to complete the 1916 naval programme. At the close of 
the First World War the competition in capital ships was qualitative 
as well as numerical. Britain had built the battle cruiser Hood, a new 
generation of capital ship displacing over 40,000 tons and carrying 
heavy guns of 15 inches and larger. The United States was not far 
behind. Twelve of the battleships and battle cruisers in the American 
1916 programme were roughly comparable to the Hood, and 
Britain's battle fleet would be distinctly outclassed if these ships were 
completed. To prevent this from happening, Britain intended to go 
one step ahead of the American 1916 programme and build a new 
generation of capital ships, the so-called super-Hoods. These ships 
were designed to fight at long ranges, carrying the largest calibre 
heavy gun and thick deck armour. As the naval analyst Hector 
Bywater noted: 'Compared with the gigantic programmes ... in train 
[by the United States, Britain, and Japan], the Anglo-German compe
tition of 1907-14 was a mere bagatelle.'45 The Washington and 
London agreements foreclosed the construction of these battleships 
for 15 years, until Japan began building the Yamato class of super 
battleships. When compared to the prospective costs of a major build
up by the great powers of their battleship forces, the cruiser compe
tition that did occur during the 1920s was much less expensive and 
provocative. 

If the Washington Conference had failed and another year passed 
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without an agreement limiting battleship construction, the shipbuild
ing programmes of Japan and the United States would have moved 
closer to completion and became more difficult to scrap. How much 
more work remained to be done on the United States 1916 pro
gramme can only be estimated, since the construction rate depended 
on the availability of funds. 46 The battleships Colorado, Washington, 
and West Virginia were closest to completion, and they might have 
been finished within another 18 months. It was also likely that five 
battleships of the South Dakota class and two battle cruisers would 
reach the stage where .they were more than 50 per cent completed.47 

Meanwhile, the Japanese battleships Tosa and Kaga were scheduled 
for completion in 1922, and the construction of the battle cruisers 
Akagi and Amagi was under way.48 With the passage of another year, 
the political will to scrap these ships might not exist, as the contro
versy over the Mutsu showed. The Washington Conference thus 
occurred at a moment when the cost of giving up the battleship 
construction programmes was still politically tolerable. 

v 
The United States emerged from the First World War as the world's 
leading trading state and financial power, and it aspired to building a 
battle fleet stronger than that possessed by Britain. These develop
ments were rapidly altering the global balance of power, challenging 
Britain's position within the international system. Although Britain's 
leaders were alarmed by the challenge posed by the United States, 
they did not see the decline of British power as inevitable. 
Furthermore, they were determined to uphold Britain's strategic pos
ition even if this meant building battleships in competition with the 
United States. Despite the misgivings of Lloyd George's Government 
about provoking the United States, British decision makers had no 
intention of jumping on the American bandwagon. As Lloyd George 
told intimates, 'he would pawn his shirt rather than allow America to 
dominate the seas'.49 By the beginning of 1921, Britain's leaders were 
prepared to resume the building of capital ships and renew the 
Anglo-Japanese Alliance, even though these steps threatened to wor
sen relations with the United States. Many decision makers on both 
sides of the Atlantic genuinely believed that Britain and the United 
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States were poised to begin a naval, commercial, and financial rivalry 
that would dwarf the pre-1914 Anglo-German antagonism. Britain 
and the United States, then, were serious rivals on the international 
stage, contending over high stakes. 

However, Britain and the United States avoided the worst conse
quences of a full-blown naval competition between them. A precon
dition for an understanding was Britain's agreement to concede parity 
in battle-fleet strength with the United States.50 In addition, Britain 
ended the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. These important concessions on 
Britain's part met the most important security demands desired by the 
United States in an agreement. In return for understanding with 
Britain on these issues, the United States gave up the 1916 battleship 
building programme that would have conferred battle-fleet superior
ity by the mid-1920s. Britain avoided, then, the heavy expense of 
completing its own programme of capital ship construction to meet 
the American naval challenge. 

Instead of a battleship-building competition, Britain and the United 
States laid the basis for a dual hegemony at sea at the Washington 
Conference. Although American and British naval leaders continued 
to think of each other as potential adversaries throughout the 1920s, 
the naval rivalry remained limited in scope so that Anglo-American 
relations did not follow the script of the pre-1914 pattern of increas
ing naval building programmes and antagonism. Because of the open 
political systems in both countries, the international rivalry between 
Britain and the United States was unlikely to have resulted in war.51 

Yet statesmen at the time cannot be faulted for their prudence, which 
grew out of the fear that war often accompanies major power tran
sitions in the international system. After all, they had just lived 
through a terrible conflict that had resulted from Germany's bid to 
gain hegemony in Europe and supplant Britain in the hierarchy of 
great powers. While it might appear clear to us today that Britain and 
the United States were not destined to fight each other, it was by no 
means so apparent to the statesmen alive some 70 years ago. 5 2 If the 
Washington Conference had failed, and Britain and the United States 
had completed their projected battleship building programmes, the 
naval competition would have loomed much larger in Anglo
American relations during the 1920s. By preventing this competition 
in capital ships, the Washington Conference forestalled an incipient 
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cold war between Britain and the United States and demonstrated the 
ability of liberal great powers to reduce the security dilemmas that 
ordinarily drive arms competitions. 

The Washington Conference also established a basis for co
operation between the great powers in the Pacific. Finding a formula 
for cooperation between Britain, Japan, and the United States 
required coming to grips with three interrelated security issues. First, 
Britain and the United States needed to reach an accommodation with 
Japan about China. Second, a revision of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
was required so that it did not form the basis for a coalition directed 
against the United States. Third, an agreement was needed to restrain 
the naval rivalry between Japan and the United States. The linkage of 
these three security issues was essential for reaching an overall settle
ment. On all three issues, Japan accepted the necessity for compro
mise. Tokyo eased the suspicions of other powers about Japanese 
ambitions on the Asian mainland by agreeing to the Nine-Power 
Treaty about China.53 The agreement about China, in conjunction 
with the replacement of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance by the Four
Power Treaty, showed Japan's willingness to cooperate with Britain 
and the United States in promoting stability in East Asia. The end of 
the alliance with Britain had served Japan well during the preceding 
20 years, and its demise diminished Japanese security. Finally, the 
Japanese Navy went along with the 60 per cent ratio in battle-fleet 
strength. This step was anathema to many Japanese admirals, and a 
concession that was difficult for the Navy to make. If Kato 
Tomosaburo had refused to accept the ratio formula- and he was 
under considerable pressure to do so from within the Navy- an arms 
control agreement would have fallen through. 54 Of course, on the 
other side of the ledger, Japan derived important benefits from the 
Washington settlement that enhanced its security. In particular, 
Japan's relative strategic position was significantly improved by the 
agreement of Britain and the United States to eschew the further 
fortification of bases in the western Pacific. The stark fact remains 
that Tokyo's decision to cooperate with Britain and the United States 
permitted the political settlement over East Asia and the successful 
conclusion of the arms control negotiations at Washington. 

This willingness to promote cooperation stands in marked contrast 
to Japan's truculence during the 1930s, when Japanese actions caused 



ARMS CONTROL AND THE WASHINGTON CONFERENCE 289 

the breakdown of stability in East Asia and doomed naval arms 
control between the two world wars. The rise of Chinese nationalism, 
and the fear that this caused in the japanese military, led to conflict 
between China and japan and a widening struggle for mastery in East 
Asia. The fighting between China and Japan, along with the impact of 
the Great Depression, radicalized Japanese domestic politics and 
eroded the basis for Tokyo's further cooperation with Britain and the 
United States in maintaining stability in the region.55 By the early 
1930s, then, naval arms control had played itself out, since the 
Washington system could not accommodate the expansionist territor
ial ambitions and increased naval building programmes demanded by 
japan. 

In addition, the growth in power of Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, 
and the Soviet Union further undermined the Washington arms con
trol framework. These states were no longer willing to accept the 
leadership of Britain and the United States on the high seas. Indeed, in 
the changed international circumstances of the 1930s, the most useful 
role that arms control could play was in rallying public opinion in 
Britain and the United States behind the necessity for a naval build-up 
in response to the threat posed by the actions of Japan, Germany, 
Italy, and the Soviet Union. The Washington system provided a 
criterion for measuring American and British naval security and, 
when other states violated these guidelines, Britain and the United 
States needed to assert their leadership by outbuilding the chal
lengers.56 By trying to perpetuate the Washington arms control sys
tem in the radically changed international political environment of 
the 1930s, rather than using its demise as a tocsin for greater naval 
rearmament, statesmen and naval leaders in Britain and the United 
States committed a serious strategic blunder. This conclusion is unpa
latable to those policy analysts and decision makers who want to 
construct narrowly conceived agreements that focus on weapons and 
their characteristics. The Washington Conference demonstrates that 
arms control simply cannot exist in a political vacuum: a country's 
foreign policy objectives and domestic political make-up matter in 
determining whether arms control is a useful instrument for promot
ing international stability or a sham. 

Naval War College 
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