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Alan Saltman’s The Antagonists Who Saved Democracy is a really good book. It is a 
significant, relevant, well researched and documented work, and a fresh uncovering of 
Britain’s leaders in the decisive political moments entering WWII. And it’s also an enjoyable 
book, with a chronicle that becomes a page-turner. 

 

While historians often focus on the personal beliefs of political figures, Saltman 
compellingly shows that it was the dynamic relationship between Chamberlain and 
Churchill that set Britain’s final stance in WWII as much as their personalities and beliefs 
did. Antagonists compares and contrasts the psychological aspirations of the two men, 
and how those motivations forged a relationship that was far more than just a by-product of 
their roles. Saltman reveals that while mentally they were opposites and acted as 
scorching antagonists, they created an evolving, self-correcting, and helpful friendship that 
kept democracy from being swallowed whole by Hitler. 

 

Saltman describes how Chamberlain’s narcissistic ambition to be Europe’s savior led him 
to exclude, reject, and ridicule almost all other opinions in his Cabinet as Prime Minister. 
Conversely, Churchill’s eagerness to debate any challenge led him to include members of 
diIerent opinions in his own War Cabinet, to assess and counter dissent. When thrust 
together, their relationship became a dance in which Churchill led Britain to the right 
actions more by patiently absorbing Chamberlain than by destroying him. 

 

The succession from Chamberlain’s years of appeasement to Churchill’s years of fighting 
for WWII victory takes on new life with Saltman’s research and analysis: when and how 
Chamberlain surrendered to entering war, how he didn’t waver once he accepted 
Churchill’s position, how he supported and never undercut Churchill’s war leadership, and 
how he critically reciprocated the political loyalty that Churchill had aIorded him earlier.  

 

Saltman’s exhaustive research included the original oIicial and personal source records as 
well as the works of leading past historians, and the book’s discussion is thoroughly 
documented. Yet if we were to ask, “Do we need another historical analysis of the pre-war 
British leadership, 85 years later?” the answer is: we definitely do, and this is the one we 
need. Because it analyzes and focuses on Chamberlain’s and Churchill’s multidimensional 
relationship and motivations rather than just their record of actions, Antagonists exposes 



how important it was for these opposing partisan leaders to clash and evolve with 
reciprocity and consideration to reach crucial outcomes. This notion is remarkably relevant 
to ongoing history and current politics.  

 

As Saltman reveals Chamberlain’s narcissism – self aggrandizement, need to be praised, 
self-centered planning, obsession to take all credit for any peace – we see the horrifying 
consequences of a vainglory egoist unchecked: 

• Chamberlain’s negotiations with Hitler were meager and ineIective because 
Chamberlain believed he understood his enemy – and that Hitler actually respected 
him and even liked him; 

• To earn praise for announcing any result, he agreed to resolutions that mostly were 
devised by Hitler; 

• To be Europe’s single peacemaker, he believed no other person, party, or country could 
negotiate; 

• He blamed Czechoslovakia, Poland, and other countries for being invaded by Hitler; 
• He bypassed, humiliated, and sacrificed other countries in order to be the man who 

would end wars; 
• He acted dictatorially to implement his “Plan Z” and to meet with Hitler without 

notifying the Cabinet, the Foreign OIice, or the French allies; 
• He tolerated no dissent, ran undemocratic attacks on critics and dissidents, and lied 

and created misrepresentations to the press. 
 

While Saltman doesn’t draw parallels with current times, the history itself does. 
Chamberlain’s documented behavior suddenly becomes fresh in today’s domestic and 
global politics. It also becomes clear how valuable the persistence of Churchill as an 
antagonist was then, and would be now. Churchill’s ego did not overshadow his dedication 
to his nation and its liberties: Churchill engaged Chamberlain to save independence and 
democracy, rather than to save face.  

 

Saltman’s work shows us how much was at stake, how precarious things were, and how 
only the balance of these two antagonists saved European democracy; the book’s title is no 
understatement at all. This is a really good book. 

 


