
              

CHAPTER OUTLINE

• Prelude to War (1933–1939)
• The Course of World War II
• The Nazi New Order
• The Home Front
• The Aftermath of the War: The Emergence of the Cold War
• Conclusion

FOCUS QUESTIONS

• What were Hitler’s foreign policy goals, and what steps did he take to
achieve them between 1933 and 1939?

• What were the main events of World War II in Europe and in Asia, and
why were the Allies ultimately victorious?

• What was the Holocaust, and what role did it play in Nazi policy?
• What were conditions like on the home front for the major Western

nations involved in World War II?
• How did the Allies’ visions of postwar Europe differ, and how did these

differences contribute to the emergence of the Cold War?

815

C H A P T E R

27
The
Deepening of
the European
Crisis: World
War II

L

ON FEBRUARY 3, 1933, only four days after he had been
appointed chancellor of Germany, Adolf Hitler met secretly

with Germany’s leading generals. He revealed to them his desire to
remove the “cancer of democracy,” create a new authoritarian leader-
ship, and forge a new domestic unity. All Germans would need to real-
ize that “only a struggle can save us and that everything else must be
subordinated to this idea.” Youth especially must be trained and their
wills strengthened “to fight with all means.” Since Germany’s living
space was too small for its people, above all, Hitler said, Germany must
rearm and prepare for “the conquest of new living space in the east 
and its ruthless Germanization.” Even before he had consolidated his
power, Hitler had a clear vision of his goals, and their implementation
meant another European war. World War II was clearly Hitler’s war.
Although other countries may have helped to make the war possible 
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by not resisting Hitler’s Germany earlier, it was Nazi
Germany’s actions that made World War II inevitable. 

World War II was more than just Hitler’s war,
however. This chapter will focus on the European the-
ater of war, but both European and American armies
were also involved in fighting around the world. World
War II consisted of two conflicts: one provoked by the
ambitions of Germany in Europe, the other by the
ambitions of Japan in Asia. By 1941, with the involve-
ment of the United States in both wars, the two had
merged into one global conflict. 

Although World War I has been described as a
total war, World War II was even more so and was
fought on a scale unheard-of in history. Almost every-
one in the warring countries was involved in one way
or another: as soldiers; as workers in wartime indus-
tries; as ordinary citizens subject to invading armies,
military occupation, or bombing raids; as refugees; or
as victims of mass extermination. The world had never
witnessed such widespread human-made death and
destruction. 

◆ Prelude to War (1933–1939) 

Only twenty years after the war to end war, Europe
plunged back into the nightmare of total war. The efforts
at collective security in the 1920s—the League of
Nations, the attempts at disarmament, the pacts and
treaties—all proved meaningless in view of the growth 
of Nazi Germany and its deliberate scrapping of the post-
war settlement in the 1930s. Still weary from the last war,
France and Great Britain refused to accept the possibil-
ity of another war. The Soviet Union, treated as an out-
cast by the Western powers, had turned in on itself, and
the United States had withdrawn into its traditional iso-
lationism. Finally, the small successor states to Austria-
Hungary were too weak to oppose Germany. The power
vacuum in the heart of Europe encouraged a revived and
militarized Germany to acquire the living space that
Hitler claimed Germany needed for its rightful place in
the world. 

l The Role of Hitler 

World War II in Europe had its beginnings in the ideas
of Adolf Hitler, who believed that only the Aryans were
capable of building a great civilization. But to Hitler, the
Germans, in his view the leading group of Aryans, were
threatened from the east by a large mass of inferior peo-

ples, the Slavs, who had learned to use German weapons
and technology. Germany needed more land to support
a larger population and be a great power. Hitler was a firm
believer in the doctrine of Lebensraum (living space),
espoused by Karl Haushofer, a professor of geography at
the University of Munich. The doctrine of Lebensraum
maintained that a nation’s power depended upon the
amount and kind of land it occupied. Already in the 1920s,
in the second volume of Mein Kampf, Hitler had indicated
where a National Socialist regime would find this land:
“And so we National Socialists . . . take up where we broke
off six hundred years ago. We stop the endless German
movement to the south and west, and turn our gaze toward
the land in the east. . . . If we speak of soil in Europe today,
we can primarily have in mind only Russia and her vassal
border states.”1

In Hitler’s view, the Russian Revolution had created
the conditions for Germany’s acquisition of land to its east.
Imperial Russia had only been strong because of its Ger-
man leadership. The seizure of power by the Bolsheviks
(who, in Hitler’s mind, were Jewish) had left Russia weak
and vulnerable. Once it had been conquered, the land of
Russia could be resettled by German peasants, and the
Slavic population could be used as slave labor to build the
Aryan racial state that would dominate Europe for 1,000
years. Hitler’s conclusion was clear: Germany must pre-
pare for its inevitable war with the Soviet Union. Hitler’s
ideas were by no means secret. He had spelled them out
in Mein Kampf, a book readily available to anyone who
wished to read it (see the box on p. 817). 

Hitler and the Nazis were neither the first Europeans
nor the first Germans to undertake European conquest
and world power. Certainly, a number of elite circles in
Germany before World War I had argued that Germany
needed to annex lands to its south, east, and west if it
wished to compete with the large states and remain a great
power. The defeat in World War I destroyed this dream
of world power, but the traditional conservative elites in
the German military and the Foreign Office supported
Hitler’s foreign policy until 1937, largely because it
accorded with their own desires for German expansion.
But, as they realized too late, Nazi policy went far beyond
previous German goals. Hitler’s desire to create an Aryan
racial empire led to slave labor and even mass extermi-
nation on a scale that would have been incomprehensible
to previous generations of Germans. 

Although Hitler had defined his goals, he had no pre-
arranged timetable for achieving them. During his rise to
power, he had demonstrated the ability to be both ideo-
logue and opportunist. After 1933, a combination of mil-
itary and diplomatic situations, organizational chaos in
the administration of Germany, and economic pressures,
especially after 1936, caused Hitler periodically to take
steps that seemed to contradict the foreign policy goals
of Mein Kampf. But he always returned to his basic ideo-
logical plans for racial supremacy and empire. He was cer-
tain of one thing: only he had the ability to accomplish
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these goals, and his fears for his health pushed him to ful-
fill his mission as quickly as possible. His impatience
would become a major cause of his own undoing. 

l The “Diplomatic Revolution”
(1933–1936) 

Between 1933 and 1936, Hitler and Nazi Germany
achieved a “diplomatic revolution” in Europe. When Hitler
became chancellor of Germany on January 30, 1933, Ger-
many’s position in Europe seemed weak. The Versailles
treaty had created a demilitarized zone on Germany’s
western border that would allow the French to move into
the heavily industrialized parts of Germany in the event of
war. To Germany’s east, the smaller states, such as Poland
and Czechoslovakia, had defensive treaties with France.
The Versailles treaty had also limited Germany’s army to
100,000 troops with no air and limited naval forces. 

The Germans were not without advantages, how-
ever. Germany was the second most populous European
state after the Soviet Union and still possessed a great
industrial capacity. Hitler was also well aware that Great

Britain and France, dismayed by the costs and losses of
World War I, wanted to avoid another war. Hitler knew
that France posed a threat to an unarmed Germany, but
he believed that if he could keep the French from acting
against Germany in his first years, he could remove the
restrictions imposed on Germany by Versailles and restore
its strength. 

Hitler’s ability to rearm Germany and fulfill his
expansionist policies depended initially upon whether
he could convince others that his intentions were peace-
ful. Posing as the man of peace in his public speeches,
Hitler emphasized that Germany wished only to revise the
unfair provisions of Versailles by peaceful means and
achieve Germany’s rightful place among the European
states. During his first two years in office, Hitler pursued
a prudent foreign policy without unnecessary risks. His
dramatic action in October 1933, when he withdrew Ger-
many from the Geneva Disarmament Conference and the
League of Nations, was done primarily for domestic polit-
ical reasons, to give the Germans the feeling that their
country was no longer dominated by other European
states. 

Adolf Hitler was a firm believer in the geopolitical doctrine 
of Lebensraum, which advocated that nations must find
sufficient living space to be strong. This idea was evident
in Mein Kampf, but it was explained in even more detail
in a treatise that Hitler wrote in 1928. It was not pub-
lished in his lifetime. 

l Hitler’s Secret Book, 1928 

1 have already dealt with Germany’s various foreign
policy possibilities in this book. Nevertheless I shall
once more briefly present the possible foreign policy
goals so that they may yield a basis for the critical exam-
ination of the relations of these individual foreign policy
aims to those of other European states. 

1. Germany can renounce setting a foreign policy
goal altogether. This means that in reality she can
decide for anything and need be committed to
nothing at all. . . . [Hitler rejects this alternative.] 

2. Germany desires to effect the sustenance of the
German people by peaceful economic means, as
up to now. Accordingly even in the future she will
participate most decisively in world industry,
export and trade. . . . From a folkish standpoint
setting this foreign policy aim is calamitous, and 
it is madness from the point of view of power
politics. 

3. Germany establishes the restoration of the borders
of the year 1914 as her foreign policy aim. This 
goal is insufficient from a national standpoint,
unsatisfactory from a military point of view, impos-
sible from a folkish standpoint with its eye on 
the future, and mad from the viewpoint of its
consequences. . . .

4. Germany decides to go over to [her future aim] a
clear, far-seeing territorial policy. Thereby she
abandons all attempts at world-industry and world-
trade and instead concentrates all her strength in
order, through the allotment of sufficient living
space for the next hundred years to our people,
also to prescribe a path of life. Since this territory
can be only in the East, the obligation to be a naval
power also recedes into the background. Germany
tries anew to champion her interests through the
formation of a decisive power on land. 

This aim is equally in keeping with the highest
national as well as folkish requirements. ]t likewise pre-
supposes great military power means for its execution,
but does not necessarily bring Germany into conflict
with all European great powers. As surely as France here
will remain Germany’s enemy, just as little does the
nature of such a political aim contain a reason for En-
gland, and especially for Italy, to maintain the enmity 
of the World War. 

Hitler’s Foreign Policy Goals

L



818 C H A P T E R 2 7

By the beginning of 1935, Hitler had become con-
vinced that Germany could break some of the provisions
of the Treaty of Versailles without serious British and
French opposition. Hitler had come to believe, based on
their responses to his early actions, that both states
wanted to maintain the international status quo, but with-
out using force. Consequently, he decided to announce
publicly what had been going on secretly for some time—
Germany’s military rearmament. On March 9, 1935, Hitler
announced the creation of a new air force and, one week
later, the introduction of a military draft that would expand
Germany’s army from 100,000 to 550,000 troops. 

Hitler’s unilateral repudiation of the disarmament
clauses of the Versailles treaty brought a swift reaction
as France, Great Britain, and Italy condemned Germany’s
action and warned against future aggressive steps. But
nothing concrete was done. Even worse, Britain subse-
quently moved toward an open acceptance of Germany’s
right to rearm when it agreed to the Anglo-German Naval
Pact on June 18, 1935. This treaty allowed Germany to
build a navy that would be 35 percent of the size of the
British navy, with equality in submarines. The British were
starting a policy of appeasement, based on the belief that
if European states satisfied the reasonable demands of dis-
satisfied powers, the latter would be content, and stability
and peace would be achieved in Europe. British appease-
ment was grounded in large part upon Britain’s desire to
avoid another war, but it was also fostered by those British
statesmen who believed that Nazi Germany offered a pow-
erful bulwark against Soviet communism. 

On March 7, 1936, buoyed by his conviction that the
Western democracies had no intention of using force to
maintain all aspects of the Treaty of Versailles, Hitler sent
German troops into the demilitarized Rhineland. Accord-
ing to the Versailles treaty, the French had the right to use
force against any violation of the demilitarized Rhineland.
But France would not act without British support, and the
British viewed the occupation of German territory by Ger-
man troops as another reasonable action by a dissatisfied
power. The London Times noted that the Germans were
only “going into their own back garden.” The French and
British response only reinforced Hitler’s growing convic-
tion that they were weak nations unwilling to use force
to defend the old order. At the same time, since the Ger-
man generals had opposed his plan, Hitler became even
more convinced of his own superior abilities. Many Ger-
mans expressed fresh enthusiasm for a leader who was
restoring German honor. 

Meanwhile, Hitler gained new allies. In October
1935, Benito Mussolini had committed Fascist Italy to
imperial expansion by invading Ethiopia. Angered by
French and British opposition to his invasion, Mussolini
welcomed Hitler’s support and began to draw closer to the
German dictator he had once called a buffoon. The joint
intervention of Germany and Italy on behalf of General
Francisco Franco in the Spanish Civil War in 1936 also
drew the two nations closer together. In October 1936,

Mussolini and Hitler concluded an agreement that rec-
ognized their common political and economic interests,
and one month later, Mussolini referred publicly to the
new Rome-Berlin Axis. Also in November 1936, Germany
and Japan (the rising military power in the East) concluded
the Anti-Comintern Pact and agreed to maintain a com-
mon front against communism. 

By the end of 1936, Hitler and Nazi Germany had
achieved a “diplomatic revolution” in Europe. The Treaty
of Versailles had been virtually scrapped and Germany
was once more a “World Power,” as Hitler proclaimed.
Hitler had demonstrated a great deal of diplomatic skill in
taking advantage of Europeans’ burning desire for peace.
He had used the tactic of peaceful revision as skillfully
as he had used the tactic of legality in his pursuit of power
in Germany. By the end of 1936, Nazi power had in-
creased enough that Hitler could initiate an even more dar-
ing foreign policy. As Hitler perceived, if the Western states
were so afraid of war that they resisted its use when they
were strong and Germany was weak, then they would be
even more reluctant to do so now that Germany was
strong. Although many Europeans still wanted to believe
that Hitler desired peace, his moves had actually made
war more possible. 

l The Path to War (1937–1939) 

On November 5, 1937, at a secret conference with his mil-
itary leaders in Berlin, Adolf Hitler revealed his future
aims. Germany’s ultimate goal, he assured his audience,
must be the conquest of living space in the east. Although
this might mean war with France and Great Britain, Ger-
many had no alternative if the basic needs of the Ger-
man people were to be met. First, however, Germany must
deal with Austria and Czechoslovakia and secure its east-
ern and southern flanks. 

By the end of 1937, Hitler was convinced that nei-
ther the French nor the British would provide much oppo-
sition to his plans. Neville Chamberlain (1869–1940), who
had become prime minister of Britain in May 1936, was
a strong advocate of appeasement and believed that the
survival of the British Empire depended upon an accom-
modation with Germany. Chamberlain had made it known
to Hitler in November 1937 that he would not oppose
changes in central Europe, provided that they were exe-
cuted peacefully. 

Hitler decided to move first on Austria. By threat-
ening Austria with invasion, Hitler coerced the Austrian
chancellor, Kurt von Schuschnigg (1897–1977), into
putting Austrian Nazis in charge of the government. The
new government promptly invited German troops to enter
Austria and assist in maintaining law and order. One day
later, on March 13, 1938, after his triumphal return to his
native land, Hitler formally annexed Austria to Germany.
Great Britain’s ready acknowledgment of Hitler’s action
and France’s inability to respond due to a political crisis
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only increased the German dictator’s contempt for West-
ern weakness. 

The annexation of Austria improved Germany’s
strategic position in central Europe and put Germany in
position for Hitler’s next objective—the destruction of
Czechoslovakia. On May 30, 1938, Hitler had already told
his generals that it was his “unalterable decision to smash
Czechoslovakia by military action in the near future.”2 This
goal might have seemed unrealistic since democratic
Czechoslovakia was quite prepared to defend itself and
was well supported by pacts with France and Soviet Rus-
sia. Nevertheless, Hitler believed that France and Britain
would not use force to defend Czechoslovakia. 

In the meantime, Hitler had stepped up his demands
on the Czechs. Initially, the Germans had asked for auton-
omy for the Sudetenland, the mountainous northwestern
border area of Czechoslovakia that was home to three mil-
lion ethnic Germans. As Hitler knew, the Sudetenland also
contained Czechoslovakia’s most important frontier
defenses and considerable industrial resources as well. But
on September 15, 1938, Hitler demanded the cession of
the Sudetenland to Germany and expressed his willing-
ness to risk “world war” to achieve his objective. War was
not necessary, however, as appeasement triumphed once
again. On September 29, at the hastily arranged Munich
Conference, the British, French, Germans, and Italians
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(neither the Czechs nor the Russians were invited) reached
an agreement that essentially met all of Hitler’s demands.
German troops were allowed to occupy the Sudetenland
as the Czechs, abandoned by their Western allies, stood
by helplessly. The Munich Conference was the high point
of Western appeasement of Hitler. When Chamberlain
returned to England from Munich, he boasted that the
Munich agreement meant “peace for our time.” Hitler had
promised Chamberlain that he had made his last demand;
all other European problems could be settled by negotia-
tion. Like many German politicians, Chamberlain had
believed Hitler’s assurances (see the box on p. 821). 

In fact, Munich confirmed Hitler’s perception that
the Western democracies were weak and would not fight.
Increasingly, Hitler was convinced of his own infallibil-
ity, and he had by no means been satisfied at Munich.
Already at the end of October 1938, Hitler told his gener-
als to prepare for the final liquidation of the Czechoslo-
vakian state. Using the internal disorder that he had
deliberately fostered as a pretext, Hitler occupied the
Czech lands (Bohemia and Moravia) while the Slovaks,
with Hitler’s encouragement, declared their independence
of the Czechs and became a puppet state (Slovakia) of
Nazi Germany. On the evening of March 15, 1939, Hitler
triumphantly declared in Prague that he would be known
as the greatest German of them all. 

At last, the Western states reacted vigorously to
Hitler’s threat. After all, the Czechs were not Germans cry-
ing for reunion with Germany. Hitler’s naked aggression
made clear that his promises were utterly worthless. When
Hitler began to demand the return of Danzig (which had

been made a free city by the Treaty of Versailles to serve
as a seaport for Poland) to Germany, Britain recognized
the danger and offered to protect Poland in the event of
war. At the same time, both France and Britain realized
that only the Soviet Union was powerful enough to help
contain Nazi aggression and began political and military
negotiations with Joseph Stalin and the Soviets. The West’s
distrust of Soviet communism, however, made an alliance
unlikely. 

Meanwhile, Hitler pressed on in the belief that the
West would not really fight over Poland. He ordered his
generals to prepare for the invasion of Poland on Septem-
ber 1, 1939. To preclude an alliance between the West and
the Soviet Union, which would create the danger of a two-
front war, Hitler, ever the opportunist, negotiated his own
nonaggression pact with Stalin and shocked the world with
its announcement on August 23, 1939. A secret protocol
to the treaty created German and Soviet spheres of influ-
ence in eastern Europe: Finland, the Baltic states (Esto-
nia, Latvia, and Lithuania), and eastern Poland would
go to the Soviet Union while Germany would acquire west-
ern Poland. The treaty with the Soviet Union gave Hitler
the freedom to attack Poland. He told his generals: “Now
Poland is in the position in which I wanted her . . . I am
only afraid that at the last moment some swine or other
will yet submit to me a plan for mediation.”3 He need not
have worried. On September 1, German forces invaded
Poland; two days later, Britain and France declared war
on Germany. Two weeks later, on September 17, Ger-
many’s newfound ally, the Soviet Union, sent its troops
into eastern Poland. Europe was again at war. 

HITLER ENTERS THE
SUDETENLAND. The
Sudetenland was an area of
Czechoslovakia inhabited by
3.5 million Germans. The
Munich Conference allowed 
the Germans to occupy the
Sudetenland. This picture
shows Hitler and his entourage
arriving at Eger (now Cheb) in
October 1938 to the cheers of
an enthusiastic crowd. 
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◆ The Course of World War II 

Nine days before he attacked Poland, Hitler made clear to
his generals what was expected of them: “When starting
and waging a war it is not right that matters, but victory.
Close your hearts to pity. Act brutally. Eighty million peo-
ple must obtain what is their right . . . . The wholesale
destruction of Poland is the military objective. Speed is the
main thing. Pursuit until complete annihilation.”4 Hitler’s
remarks set the tone for what became the most destructive
war in human history. 

l Victory and Stalemate 

Using Blitzkrieg, or “lightning war,” Hitler stunned Europe
with the speed and efficiency of the German attack.
Armored columns or panzer divisions (a panzer division
was a strike force of about 300 tanks and accompanying
forces and supplies) supported by airplanes broke quickly

through Polish lines and encircled the overwhelmed Pol-
ish troops. Regular infantry units then moved in to hold
the newly conquered territory. Within four weeks, Poland
had surrendered. On September 28, 1939, Germany and
the Soviet Union officially divided Poland between them. 

Although Hitler’s hopes of avoiding a war with the
West were dashed when France and Britain declared war
on September 3, he was confident that he could control
the situation. Expecting another war of attrition and eco-
nomic blockade, Britain and France refused to go on the
offensive. Between 1930 and 1935, France had built a
series of concrete and steel fortifications armed with heavy
artillery—known as the Maginot Line—along its border
with Germany. Now France was quite happy to remain
in its defensive shell. After a winter of waiting (called the
“phony war”), Hitler resumed the war on April 9, 1940,
with another Blitzkrieg, this time against Denmark and
Norway. One month later, on May 10, the Germans
launched their attack on the Netherlands, Belgium, and
France. The main assault through Luxembourg and the

At the Munich Conference, the leaders of France and 
Great Britain capitulated to Hitler’s demands on
Czechoslovakia. While the British prime minister, Neville
Chamberlain, defended his actions at Munich as neces-
sary for peace, another British statesman, Winston
Churchill, characterized the settlement at Munich as 
“a disaster of the first magnitude.” 

l Winston Churchill, Speech to the House of
Commons, October 5, 1938 

1 will begin by saying what everybody would like to
ignore or forget but which must nevertheless be stated,
namely, that we have sustained a total and unmitigated
defeat, and that France has suffered even more than we
have. . . . The utmost my right honorable Friend the
Prime Minister . . . has been able to gain for Czechoslo-
vakia and in the matters which were in dispute has been
that the German dictator, instead of snatching his vic-
tuals from the table, has been content to have them
served to him course by course. . . . And I will say this,
that 1 believe the Czechs, left to themselves and told
they were going to get no help from the Western Powers,
would have been able to make better terms than they
have got. . . .

We are in the presence of a disaster of the first magni-
tude which has befallen Great Britain and France. Do
not let us blind ourselves to that. . . .

And do not suppose that this is the end. This is only
the beginning of the reckoning. This is only the first sip,

the first foretaste of a bitter cup which will be proffered
to us year by year unless by a supreme recovery of
moral health and martial vigor, we arise again and take
our stand for freedom as in the olden time. 

l Neville Chamberlain, Speech to the House of
Commons, October 6, 1938 

That is my answer to those who say that we should have
told Germany weeks ago that, if her army crossed the
border of Czechoslovakia, we should be at war with her.
We had no treaty obligations and no legal obligations to
Czechoslovakia. . . . When we were convinced, as we
became convinced, that nothing any longer would keep
the Sudetenland within the Czechoslovakian State, we
urged the Czech Government as strongly as we could 
to agree to the cession of territory, and to agree promptly.
. . . It was a hard decision for anyone who loved his
country to take, but to accuse us of having by that
advice betrayed the Czechoslovakian State is simply
preposterous. What we did was to save her from annihi-
lation and give her a chance of new life as a new State,
which involves the loss of territory and fortifications, but
may perhaps enable her to enjoy in the future and
develop a national existence under a neutrality and
security comparable to that which we see in Switzerland
today. Therefore, I think the Government deserve the
approval of this House for their conduct of affairs in this
recent crisis which has saved Czechoslovakia from
destruction and Europe from Armageddon. 

The Munich Conference

L
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Ardennes forest was completely unexpected by the French
and British forces. German panzer divisions broke through
the weak French defensive positions there, outflanking the
Maginot Line, and raced across northern France. The
maneuver split the Allied armies and trapped French
troops and the entire British army on the beaches of
Dunkirk. A heroic rescue effort ensued with hundreds of
ships and small boats ferrying troops from the French port
to Britain. The British succeeded in evacuating an army of
330,000 Allied (mostly British) troops that would fight
another day. 

On June 5, the Germans launched another offensive
into southern France. Five days later, Mussolini, believing
that the war was over and eager to grab some of the spoils,
declared war on France and invaded from the south.
Dazed by the speed of the German offensive, the French
were never able to mount an adequate resistance and sur-
rendered on June 22. German armies occupied about
three-fifths of France while the French hero of World War
I, Marshal Henri Pétain (1856–1951), established an
authoritarian regime (known as Vichy France) over the

remainder. The Allies regarded the Pétain government as
a Nazi puppet state, and a French government-in-exile
took up residence in Britain. Germany was now in control
of western and central Europe, but Britain still had not
been defeated. 

German victories in Denmark and Norway coincided
with a change of government in Great Britain. On May 10,
1940, Winston Churchill (1874–1965), a longtime advo-
cate for a hard-line policy toward Nazi Germany, replaced
the apostle of appeasement, Neville Chamberlain.
Churchill was confident that he could guide Britain to ulti-
mate victory. “I thought I knew a great deal about it all,”
he later wrote, “and I was sure I should not fail.” Churchill
proved to be an inspiring leader who rallied the British
people with stirring speeches. Hitler hoped that the British
could be persuaded to make peace so that he could ful-
fill his long-awaited opportunity to gain living space in the
east. Led by the stubbornly determined Churchill, the
British refused, and Hitler was forced to prepare for an
invasion of Britain, a prospect that he faced with little 
confidence. 

As Hitler realized, an amphibious invasion of Britain
would only be possible if Germany gained control of the
air. At the beginning of August 1940, the Luftwaffe (the
German air force) launched a major offensive against
British air and naval bases, harbors, communication cen-
ters, and war industries. The British fought back doggedly,
supported by an effective radar system that gave them
early warning of German attacks. Moreover, the Ultra
intelligence operation, which had broken German military
codes, gave the British air force information about the spe-
cific targets of German air attacks. Nevertheless, the British
air force suffered critical losses by the end of August and
was probably saved by Hitler’s change of strategy. In
September, in retaliation for a British attack on Berlin,
Hitler ordered a shift from military targets to massive
bombing of cities to break British morale. The British
rebuilt their air strength quickly and were soon inflicting
major losses on Luftwaffe bombers. By the end of Septem-
ber, Germany had lost the Battle of Britain, and the inva-
sion of Britain had to be postponed. 

At this point, Hitler pursued the possibility of a
Mediterranean strategy, which would involve capturing
Egypt and the Suez Canal and closing the Mediterranean
to British ships, thereby shutting off Britain’s supply of oil.
Hitler’s commitment to the Mediterranean was never
wholehearted, however. His initial plan was to let the Ital-
ians, whose role was to secure the Balkan and Mediter-
ranean flanks, defeat the British in North Africa, but this
strategy failed when the British routed the Italian army.
Although Hitler then sent German troops to the North
African theater of war, his primary concern lay elsewhere:
he had already reached the decision to fulfill his lifetime
obsession with the acquisition of living space in the east. 

Already at the end of July 1940, Hitler had told his
army leaders to begin preparations for the invasion of the
Soviet Union. Although he had no desire for a two-front
war, Hitler became convinced that Britain was remaining
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in the war only because it expected Soviet support. If the
Soviet Union were smashed, Britain’s last hope would be
eliminated. Moreover, Hitler had convinced himself that
the Soviet Union, with its Jewish-Bolshevik leadership and
a pitiful army, could be defeated quickly and decisively.
Although the invasion of the Soviet Union was sched-
uled for spring 1941, the attack was delayed because of
problems in the Balkans. Hitler had already obtained the
political cooperation of Hungary, Bulgaria, and Roma-
nia. Mussolini’s disastrous invasion of Greece in Octo-
ber 1940 exposed Hitler’s southern flank to British air
bases in Greece. To secure his Balkan flank, German
troops seized both Yugoslavia and Greece in April. Now
reassured, Hitler turned to the east and invaded the Soviet
Union on June 22, 1941, in the belief that the Soviets
could still be decisively defeated before winter set in. 

The massive attack stretched out along an 1,800-
mile front. German troops advanced rapidly, capturing two
million Soviet soldiers. By November, one German army
group had swept through Ukraine, while a second was
besieging Leningrad; a third approached within twenty-five
miles of Moscow, the Soviet capital. An early winter and
unexpected Soviet resistance, however, brought a halt to

the German advance. For the first time in the war, German
armies had been stopped. Moreover, after the Japanese
bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Stalin con-
cluded that the Japanese would not strike at the Soviet
Union and transferred troops from eastern Siberia to the
Moscow front. A counterattack in December 1941 by a
Soviet army supposedly exhausted by Nazi victories
brought an ominous ending to the year for the Germans.
By that time, another of Hitler’s decisions—the declara-
tion of war on the United States—had probably made his
defeat inevitable and turned another European conflict
into a global war. 

/ THE WAR IN ASIA 

The war in Asia arose from the ambitions of Japan, whose
rise to the status of world power had been swift. Japan had
defeated China in 1895 and Russia in 1905 and had taken
over many of Germany’s eastern and Pacific colonies in
World War I. By 1933, the Japanese Empire included
Korea, Formosa (now Taiwan), Manchuria, and the Mar-
shall, Caroline, and Mariana Islands in the Pacific. 

By the early 1930s, Japan was experiencing severe
internal tensions. Its population had exploded from 30 

HITLER DECLARES WAR. Adolf Hitler believed
that it was necessary for Germany to gain
living space through conquest in the east. This
policy meant war. Hitler’s nonaggression pact
with the Soviet Union on August 23, 1939,
paved the way for his invasion of Poland on
September 1. On that day, Hitler spoke to 
the German Reichstag and announced the
outbreak of war. 
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GERMAN PANZER TROOPS IN THE
SOVIET UNION. At first, the
German attack on the Soviet
Union was enormously successful,
leading one German general to
remark in his diary, “It is probably
no overstatement to say that the
Russian campaign has been won 
in the space of two weeks.” This
picture shows German panzer
troops jumping from their armored
troop carriers to attack Red Army
snipers who had taken refuge in a
farmhouse. 
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million in 1870 to 80 million by 1937. Much of Japan’s
ability to feed its population and to pay for industrial raw
materials depended upon the manufacture of heavy indus-
trial goods (especially ships) and textiles. But in the 1930s,
Western nations established tariff barriers to protect their
own economies from the effects of the depression. Japan
was devastated, both economically and politically. 

Although political power had been concentrated in
the hands of the emperor and his cabinet, Japan had also
experienced a slow growth of political democracy with uni-
versal male suffrage in 1924 and the emergence of mass
political parties. The economic crises of the 1930s stifled
this democratic growth. Right-wing patriotic societies allied
themselves with the army and navy to push a program of
expansion at the expense of China and the Soviet Union,
while the navy hoped to make Japan self-sufficient in raw
materials by conquering British Malaya and the Dutch
East Indies. In 1935, Japan began to construct a modern
naval fleet, and after 1936 the armed forces exercised
much influence over the government. 

The war in Asia began in July 1937 when Japanese
troops invaded northern China. Moreover, Japanese naval
expansion brought the Japanese into conflict with the
European imperial powers—Britain (in India, Burma,
Malaya), France (in Indochina), and the Netherlands (in
Indonesia)—as well as with the other rising power in the
Pacific, the United States. When the Japanese occupied
Indochina in July 1941, the Americans responded by cut-
ting off sales of vital scrap iron and oil to Japan. Japan’s
military leaders decided to preempt any further Ameri-
can response by attacking the American naval fleet at
Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. The United States
declared war on Japan the next day. Three days later,
Hitler declared war on the United States, although he was
by no means required to do so by his loose alliance with
Japan. This action enabled President Roosevelt to over-
come strong American isolationist sentiment and to bring
the United States into the European conflict. Actually, the
United States had made no pretense of neutrality from 
the beginning of World War II and had been supplying the
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Allies with military aid through its Lend-Lease program
since March 11, 1941. The simultaneous involvement of
the United States in both the European and Asian theaters
made World War II a single, truly world war. 

l The Turning Point of the War
(1942–1943) 

The entry of the United States into the war created a coali-
tion (the Grand Alliance) that ultimately defeated the Axis
powers (Germany, Italy, Japan). Nevertheless, the three
major Allies, Britain, the United States, and the Soviet
Union, had to overcome mutual suspicions before they
could operate as an effective alliance. Two factors aided
that process. First, Hitler’s declaration of war on the United
States made it easier for the Americans to accept the
British and Soviet contention that the defeat of Germany
should be the first priority of the United States. For that
reason, the United States increased the quantity of trucks,
planes, and other arms that it sent to the British and Sovi-
ets. Also important to the alliance was the tacit agreement
of the three chief Allies to stress military operations while

ignoring political differences and larger strategic issues
concerning any postwar settlement. At the beginning of
1943, the Allies agreed to fight until the Axis powers sur-
rendered unconditionally. Although this principle of
unconditional surrender might have discouraged dissident
Germans and Japanese from overthrowing their govern-
ments in order to arrange a negotiated peace, it also had
the effect of cementing the Grand Alliance by making it
nearly impossible for Hitler to divide his foes. 

Defeat was far from Hitler’s mind at the beginning of
1942, however. As Japanese forces advanced into South-
east Asia and the Pacific after crippling the American naval
fleet at Pearl Harbor, Hitler and his European allies con-
tinued the war in Europe against Britain and the Soviet
Union. Until the fall of 1942, it appeared that the Germans
might still prevail on the battlefield. Reinforcements in
North Africa enabled the Afrika Korps under General
Erwin Rommel to break through the British defenses in
Egypt and advance toward Alexandria. The Germans were
also continuing their success in the Battle of the North
Atlantic as their submarines continued to attack Allied
ships carrying supplies to Great Britain. In the spring of

THE AIR WAR. Air power played a 
major role in the battles of World War II.
Because his supply lines in North Africa
were extended, the German general Erwin
Rommel was forced to rely heavily on trans-
port aircraft to keep his forces supplied.
This photograph shows a group of German
aircraft at an airfield in Libya during the
summer of 1941. In the background are the
three-engined Junkers Ju-52s used for trans-
porting reinforcements and supplies. Two
Messerschmidt fighter planes are in the
foreground. 
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1942, a renewed German offensive in the Soviet Union led
to the capture of the entire Crimea, causing Hitler to boast
in August 1942: 

As the next step, we are going to advance south of the
Caucasus and then help the rebels in Iran and Iraq against
the English. Another thrust will be directed along the Cas-
pian Sea toward Afghanistan and India. Then the English
will run out of oil. In two years we’ll be on the borders 
of India. Twenty to thirty elite German divisions will do.
Then the British Empire will collapse.5

But this would be Hitler’s last optimistic outburst. By the
fall of 1942, the war had turned against the Germans. 

In North Africa, British forces had stopped Rommel’s
troops at El Alamein in the summer of 1942 and then

forced them back across the desert. In November 1942,
British and American forces invaded French North Africa
and forced the German and Italian troops to surrender
in May 1943. By that time, new detection devices had
enabled the Allies to destroy increasing numbers of Ger-
man submarines in the shipping war in the Atlantic. On
the Eastern Front, the turning point of the war occurred at
Stalingrad. After the capture of the Crimea, Hitler’s gen-
erals wanted him to concentrate on the Caucasus and its
oil fields, but Hitler decided that Stalingrad, a major indus-
trial center on the Volga, should be taken first. Between
November 1942 and February 1943, German troops were
stopped, then encircled, and finally forced to surren-
der on February 2, 1943 (see the box above). The entire

The Soviet victory at Stalingrad was a major turning 
point in World War II. This excerpt comes from the diary
of a German soldier who fought and died in the Battle of
Stalingrad. His dreams of victory and a return home with
medals were soon dashed by the realities of Soviet
resistance. 

l Diary of a German Soldier 

Today, after we’d had a bath, the company commander
told us that if our future operations are as successful,
we’ll soon reach the Volga, take Stalingrad and then the
war will inevitably soon be over. Perhaps we’ll be home
by Christmas. 

July 29. The company commander says the Russian
troops are completely broken, and cannot hold out any
longer. To reach the Volga and take Stalingrad is not so
difficult for us. The Führer knows where the Russians’
weak point is. Victory is not far away. . . .

August 10. The Führer’s orders were read out to us.
He expects victory of us. We are all convinced that they
can’t stop us. 

August 12. This morning outstanding soldiers were
presented with decorations. . . . Will I really go back to
Elsa without a decoration? I believe that for Stalingrad
the Führer will decorate even me. . . .

September 4. We are being sent northward along the
front toward Stalingrad. We marched all night and by
dawn had reached Voroponovo Station. We can already
see the smoking town. It’s a happy thought that the end
of the war is getting nearer. That’s what everyone is
saying. . . .

September 8. Two days of non-stop fighting. The Rus-
sians are defending themselves with insane stubborn-
ness. Our regiment has lost many men. . . .

September 16. Our battalion, plus tanks, is attacking
the [grain storage] elevator, from which smoke is pour-

ing—the grain in it is burning, the Russians seem to
have set light to it themselves. Barbarism. The battalion
is suffering heavy losses. . . .

October 10. The Russians are so close to us that our
planes cannot bomb them. We are preparing for a deci-
sive attack. The Führer has ordered the whole of Stalin-
grad to be taken as rapidly as possible. . . .

October 22. Our regiment has failed to break into the
factory. We have lost many men; every time you move
you have to jump over bodies. . . .

November 10. A letter from Elsa today. Everyone
expects us home for Christmas. In Germany everyone
believes we already hold Stalingrad. How wrong they
are. If they could only see what Stalingrad has done to
our army. . . .

November 21. The Russians have gone over to the
offensive along the whole front. Fierce fighting is going
on. So, there it is—the Volga, victory and soon home to
our families! We shall obviously be seeing them next in
the other world. 

November 29. We are encircled. It was announced
this morning that the Führer has said: “The army can
trust me to do everything necessary to ensure supplies
and rapidly break the encirclement.” 

December 3. We are on hunger rations and waiting for
the rescue that the Führer promised. . . .

December 14. Everybody is racked with hunger.
Frozen potatoes are the best meal, but to get them out of
the ice-covered ground under fire from Russian bullets is
not so easy. . . .

December 26. The horses have already been eaten. I
would eat a cat; they say its meat is also tasty. The sol-
diers look like corpses or lunatics, looking for something
to put in their mouths. They no longer take cover from
Russian shells; they haven’t the strength to walk, run
away and hide. A curse on this war! 

A German Soldier at Stalingrad 

L
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German Sixth Army of 300,000 men was lost. By Febru-
ary 1943, German forces in the Soviet Union were back to
their positions of June 1942. By the spring of 1943, even
Hitler knew that the Germans would not defeat the Soviet
Union. 

The tide of battle in Asia also turned dramatically in
1942. In the Battle of the Coral Sea on May 7–8, 1942,
American naval forces stopped the Japanese advance and
temporarily relieved Australia of the threat of invasion. On
June 4, at the Battle of Midway Island, American planes
destroyed all four of the attacking Japanese aircraft carri-
ers and established American naval superiority in the
Pacific. After a series of bitter engagements in the waters
near the Solomon Islands from August to November,
Japanese fortunes began to fade. 

l The Last Years of the War 

By the beginning of 1943, the tide of battle had turned
against Germany, Italy, and Japan, but it would take a long
time to achieve the goal of unconditional surrender of
the three Axis powers. After the Axis forces had surren-
dered in Tunisia on May 13, 1943, the Allies crossed the
Mediterranean and carried the war to Italy, an area that
Winston Churchill had called the “soft underbelly” of
Europe. After taking Sicily, Allied troops began the inva-
sion of mainland Italy in September. In the meantime, after
the ouster and arrest of Benito Mussolini, a new Italian
government offered to surrender to Allied forces. But Mus-
solini was liberated by the Germans in a daring raid and
then set up as the head of a puppet German state in north-
ern Italy while German troops moved in and occupied
much of Italy. The new defensive lines established by the
Germans in the hills south of Rome were so effective that
the Allied advance up the Italian peninsula was a pain-
staking affair accompanied by heavy casualties. Rome did
not fall to the Allies until June 4, 1944. By that time, the
Italian war had assumed a secondary role anyway as the
Allies opened their long-awaited “second front” in western
Europe two days later. 

Since the autumn of 1943, the Allies had been plan-
ning a cross-channel invasion of France from Britain. A
series of Allied deceptions managed to trick the Germans
into believing that the invasion would come on the flat
plains of northern France. Instead, the Allies, under the
direction of the American general, Dwight D. Eisenhower
(1890–1969), landed five assault divisions on the Nor-
mandy beaches on June 6 in history’s greatest naval inva-
sion. An initially indecisive German response enabled the
Allied forces to establish a beachhead. Within three
months, they had landed two million men and a half-
million vehicles that pushed inland and broke through
German defensive lines. 

After the breakout, Allied troops moved south and
east and liberated Paris by the end of August. Supply prob-
lems as well as a last-minute, desperate (and unsuccess-
ful) offensive by German troops in the Battle of the Bulge

slowed the Allied advance. Nevertheless, by March 1945,
Allied armies had crossed the Rhine River and advanced
further into Germany. At the end of April, Allied forces in
northern Germany moved toward the Elbe River where
they finally linked up with the Soviets. 

The Soviets had come a long way since the Battle
of Stalingrad in 1943. In the summer of 1943, Hitler’s gen-
erals had urged him to build an East Wall based on river
barriers to halt the Soviets. Instead, Hitler gambled on tak-
ing the offensive by making use of newly developed heavy
tanks. German forces were soundly defeated by the Sovi-
ets at the Battle of Kursk (July 5–12), the greatest tank bat-
tle of World War II. The Germans lost eighteen of their
best panzer divisions. Soviet forces now began a relentless
advance westward. The Soviets had reoccupied Ukraine
by the end of 1943 and lifted the siege of Leningrad and
moved into the Baltic states by the beginning of 1944.
Advancing along a northern front, Soviet troops occupied
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Warsaw in January 1945 and entered Berlin in April.
Meanwhile, Soviet troops swept along a southern front
through Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria. 

In January 1945, Adolf Hitler had moved into a
bunker fifty-five feet under Berlin to direct the final stages
of the war. Hitler continued to arrange his armies on worn-
out battle maps as if it still made a difference. In his final
political testament, Hitler, consistent to the end in his rabid
anti-Semitism, blamed the Jews for the war: “Above all I
charge the leaders of the nation and those under them to
scrupulous observance of the laws of race and to merci-
less opposition to the universal poisoner of all peoples,
international Jewry.”6 Hitler committed suicide on April
30, two days after Mussolini had been shot by partisan
Italian forces. On May 7, German commanders surren-
dered. The war in Europe was over. 

The war in Asia continued. Beginning in 1943, Amer-
ican forces had gone on the offensive and advanced their
way, slowly at times, across the Pacific. American forces
took an increasing toll of enemy resources, especially at
sea and in the air. When President Harry Truman (Roo-
sevelt had died on April 12, 1945) and his advisers became
convinced that American troops might suffer heavy casu-
alties in the invasion of the Japanese homeland, they made
the decision to drop the newly developed atomic bomb on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Japanese surrendered
unconditionally on August 14. World War II, in which
17 million died in battle and perhaps 18 million civilians
perished as well (some estimate total losses at 50 million),
was finally over. 

◆ The Nazi New Order 
After the German victories in Europe between 1939 and
1941, Nazi propagandists painted glowing images of a new
European order based on “equal chances” for all nations
and an integrated economic community. This was not
Hitler’s conception of a European New Order. He saw the
Europe he had conquered simply as subject to German
domination. Only the Germans, he once said, “can really
organize Europe.” 

l The Nazi Empire 

The Nazi empire stretched across continental Europe from
the English Channel in the west to the outskirts of Moscow
in the east. In no way was this empire organized system-
atically or governed efficiently. Some states—Spain, Por-
tugal, Switzerland, Sweden, and Turkey—remained neutral
and outside the empire. Germany’s allies—Italy, Romania,
Bulgaria, Hungary, and Finland—kept their independence,
but found themselves increasingly restricted by the Ger-
mans as the war progressed. The remainder of Europe was
largely organized in one of two ways. Some areas, such as
western Poland, were directly annexed by Nazi Germany
and made into German provinces. Most of occupied
Europe was administered by German military or civilian
officials, combined with varying degrees of indirect con-
trol from collaborationist regimes. Competing lines of
authority by different offices in occupied Europe made
German occupation inefficient. 

CROSSING THE RHINE. After
landing at Normandy, Allied
forces liberated France and
prepared to move into Germany.
Makeshift bridges enabled the
Allies to cross the Rhine in some
areas and advance deeper into
Germany. Units of the 7th U.S.
Army of General Patch are
shown here crossing the Rhine
at Worms on a pontoon bridge
constructed by battalions of
engineers alongside the ruins 
of the old bridge.
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Racial considerations played an important role in
how conquered peoples were treated. German civil admin-
istrations were established in Norway, Denmark, and the
Netherlands because the Nazis considered their peoples
to be Aryan or racially akin to the Germans and hence
worthy of more lenient treatment. “Inferior” Latin peoples,
such as the occupied French, were given military admin-
istrations. By 1943, however, as Nazi losses continued to
multiply, all the occupied territories of northern and west-
ern Europe were ruthlessly exploited for material goods
and workers for Germany’s war needs. 

Because the conquered lands in the east contained
the living space for German expansion and were populated
in Nazi eyes by racially inferior Slavic peoples, Nazi
administration there was considerably more ruthless.
Hitler’s racial ideology and his plans for an Aryan racial
empire were so important to him that he and the Nazis
began to implement their racial program soon after the
conquest of Poland. Heinrich Himmler, a strong believer
in Nazi racial ideology and the leader of the SS, was put
in charge of German resettlement plans in the east. Himm-
ler’s task was to evacuate the inferior Slavic peoples and
replace them with Germans, a policy first applied to the

new German provinces created from the lands of west-
ern Poland. One million Poles were uprooted and dumped
in southern Poland. Hundreds of thousands of ethnic Ger-
mans (descendants of Germans who had migrated years
earlier from Germany to various parts of southern and
eastern Europe) were encouraged to colonize the desig-
nated areas in Poland. By 1942, two million ethnic Ger-
mans had been settled in Poland. 

The invasion of the Soviet Union inflated Nazi
visions of German colonization in the east. Hitler spoke to
his intimate circle of a colossal project of social engineer-
ing after the war, in which Poles, Ukrainians, and Sovi-
ets would become slave labor and German peasants 
would settle on the abandoned lands and Germanize them
(see the box above). Nazis involved in this kind of plan-
ning were well aware of the human costs. Himmler told
a gathering of SS officers that although the destruction of
30 million Slavs was a prerequisite for German plans in
the east, “Whether nations live in prosperity or starve to
death interests me only insofar as we need them as slaves
for our culture. Otherwise it is of no interest.”7  

Economically, the Nazi New Order meant the ruth-
less exploitation of conquered Europe’s resources. In east-

Hitler’s nightly monologues to his postdinner guests,
which were recorded by the Führer’s private secretary,
Martin Bormann, reveal much about the New Order he
wished to create. On the evening of October 17, 1941, he
expressed his views on what the Germans would do with
their newly conquered territories in the east.  

l Hitler’s Secret Conversations, October 17, 1941

In comparison with the beauties accumulated in Central
Germany, the new territories in the East seem to us like
a desert. . . . This Russian desert, we shall populate
it. . . . We’ll take away its character of an Asiatic steppe,
we’ll Europeanize it. With this object, we have under-
taken the construction of roads that will lead to the
southernmost point of the Crimea and to the Caucasus.
These roads will be studded along their whole length
with German towns, and around these towns our
colonists will settle.

As for the two or three million men whom we need to
accomplish this task, we’ll find them quicker than we
think. They’ll come from Germany, Scandinavia, the
Western countries and America. I shall no longer be
here to see all that, but in twenty years the Ukraine 
will already be a home for twenty million inhabitants
besides the natives. In three hundred years, the country
will be one of the loveliest gardens in the world.

As for the natives, we’ll have to screen them carefully.
The Jew, that destroyer, we shall drive out. . . . We shan’t
settle in the Russian towns, and we’ll let them fall to
pieces without intervening. And, above all, no remorse
on this subject! We’re not going to play at children’s
nurses; we’re absolutely without obligations as far as
these people are concerned. To struggle against the hov-
els, chase away the fleas, provide German teachers,
bring out newspapers—very little of that for us! We’ll
confine ourselves, perhaps, to setting up a radio trans-
mitter, under our control. For the rest, let them know
just enough to understand our highway signs, so that
they won’t get themselves run over by our vehicles. . . .
There’s only one duty: to Germanize this country by
the immigration of Germans, and to look upon the
natives as Redskins. If these people had defeated us,
Heaven have mercy! But we don’t hate them. That 
sentiment is unknown to us. We are guided only by
reason. . . .

All those who have the feeling for Europe can join in
our work.

In this business I shall go straight ahead, cold-
bloodedly. What they may think about me, at this junc-
ture, is to me a matter of complete indifference. I don’t
see why a German who eats a piece of bread should
torment himself with the idea that the soil that produces
this bread has been won by the sword.

Hitler’s Plans for a New Order in the East 

L
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ern Europe, economic exploitation was direct and severe.
The Germans seized raw materials, machines, and food,
leaving only enough to maintain local peoples at a bare
subsistence level. Although the Germans adopted legal
formalities in their economic exploitation of western
Europe, military supplies and important raw materials
were taken outright. As Nazi policies created drastic short-
ages of food, clothing, and shelter, many Europeans suf-
fered severely. 

Labor shortages in Germany led to a policy of ruth-
less mobilization of foreign labor for Germany. After the
invasion of the Soviet Union, the four million Soviet pris-
oners of war captured by the Germans became a major
source of heavy labor, but it was wasted by allowing three
million of them to die from neglect. In 1942, a special
office was created to recruit labor for German farms and
industries. By the summer of 1944, seven million foreign
workers were laboring in Germany and constituted 20 per-
cent of Germany’s labor force. At the same time, another
seven million workers were supplying forced labor in their
own countries on farms, in industries, and even in mili-
tary camps. Forced labor often proved counterproductive,
however, because it created economic chaos in occupied
countries and disrupted industrial production that could
have helped Germany. Even worse for the Germans, the
brutal character of Germany’s recruitment policies often
led more and more people to resist the Nazi occupation
forces. 

l Resistance Movements 

German policies toward conquered peoples quickly led to
the emergence of resistance movements throughout
Europe, especially in the east, where brutality toward the
native peoples produced a strong reaction. In Ukraine and
the Baltic states, for example, the Germans were initially
hailed as liberators from Communist rule, but Hitler’s poli-
cies of treating Slavic peoples as subhumans only drove
those peoples to support and join guerrilla forces. 

Resistance movements were formed throughout
Europe. Active resisters committed acts of sabotage against
German installations, assassinated German officials,
spread anti-German newspapers, wrote anti-German sen-
timents on walls, and spied on German military positions
for the Allies. Some anti-Nazi groups from occupied coun-
tries, such as the Free French movement under Charles de
Gaulle, created governments-in-exile in London. In some
countries, resistance groups even grew strong enough to
take on the Germans in pitched battles. In Yugoslavia, for
example, Josip Broz, known as Tito (1892–1980), led a
band of guerrillas against German occupation forces. By
1944, his partisan army numbered 250,000, including
100,000 women. 

After the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, Com-
munists throughout Europe assumed leadership roles in
underground resistance movements. This sometimes led
to conflict with other local resistance groups who feared

the postwar consequences of Communist power. Charles
de Gaulle’s Free French movement, for example, thwarted
the attempt of French Communists to dominate the major
French resistance groups. 

Women, too, joined resistance movements in large
numbers throughout Nazi-occupied Europe. Women
served as message carriers, planted bombs in Nazi head-
quarters, assassinated Nazi officers, published and spread
anti-German underground newspapers, spied on German
military movements and positions, and used shopping
baskets to carry weapons, medicines, and money to help
their causes. In Norway, women smuggled Jews into neu-
tral Sweden. In Greece, wives dressed their husbands as
women to save them when the Nazis sought to stop acts
of sabotage by vicious reprisals in which all the males of
a village were executed.

Germany, too, had its resistance movements, al-
though the increased control of the SS over everyday life
made resistance both dangerous and ineffectual. The
White Rose movement involved an attempt by a small
group of students and one professor at the University of
Munich to distribute pamphlets denouncing the Nazi
regime as lawless, criminal, and godless. Its members were
caught, arrested, and promptly executed. Likewise, Com-
munist resistance groups were mostly crushed by the
Gestapo. 

Only one plot against Hitler and the Nazi regime
came remotely close to success. It was the work primar-
ily of a group of military officers and conservative politi-
cians who were appalled at Hitler’s warmongering and
sickened by the wartime atrocities he had encouraged.
One of their number, Colonel Count Claus von Stauffen-
berg (1907–1944), believed that only the elimination of
Hitler would bring the overthrow of the Nazi regime. On
July 20, 1944, a bomb planted by Stauffenberg in Hitler’s
East Prussian headquarters exploded, but failed to kill 
the dictator. The plot was then quickly uncovered and
crushed. Five thousand people were executed, and Hitler
remained in control of Germany. 

l The Holocaust 

There was no more terrifying aspect of the Nazi New Order
than the deliberate attempt to exterminate the Jewish peo-
ple of Europe. Racial struggle was a key element in Hitler’s
ideology and meant to him a clearly defined conflict of
opposites: the Aryans, creators of human cultural devel-
opment, against the Jews, parasites who were trying to
destroy the Aryans. At a meeting of the Nazi Party in 1922,
Hitler proclaimed: “There can be no compromise—there
are only two possibilities: either victory of the Aryan or
annihilation of the Aryan and the victory of the Jew.”8

Although Hitler later toned down his anti-Semitic message
when his party sought mass electoral victories, anti-
Semitism was a recurring theme in Nazism and resulted
in a wave of legislative acts against the Jews between 1933
and 1939. 
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By the beginning of 1939, Nazi policy focused on
promoting the “emigration” of German Jews from Ger-
many. At the same time, Hitler had given ominous warn-
ings about the future of European Jewry. When he
addressed the German Reichstag on January 30, 1939, he
stated: 

I have often been a prophet in life and was generally
laughed at. During my struggle for power, the Jews primarily
received with laughter my prophecies that I would someday
assume the leadership of the state and thereby of the entire
Volk and then, among many other things, achieve a solu-
tion of the Jewish problem. . . . Today I will be a prophet
again: if international finance Jewry within Europe and
abroad should succeed once more in plunging the peoples
into a world war, then the consequence will be not the
Bolshevization of the world and therewith a victory of Jewry,
but on the contrary, the destruction of the Jewish race in
Europe.9

At the time, emigration was still the favored policy. Once
the war began in September 1939, the so-called Jewish

problem took on new dimensions. For a while there was
discussion of the Madagascar Plan, which aspired to the
mass shipment of Jews to the African island of Madagas-
car. When war contingencies made this plan impractical,
an even more drastic policy was conceived. 

Heinrich Himmler and the SS organization closely
shared Adolf Hitler’s racial ideology. The SS was given
responsibility for what the Nazis called their Final Solu-
tion to the Jewish problem, that is, the annihilation of the
Jewish people. Reinhard Heydrich (1904–1942), head of
the SS’s Security Service, was given administrative respon-
sibility for the Final Solution. After the defeat of Poland,
Heydrich ordered the special strike forces (Einsatzgrup-
pen) that he had created to round up all Polish Jews and
concentrate them in ghettos established in a number of
Polish cities. 

In June 1941, the Einsatzgruppen were given new
responsibilities as mobile killing units. These SS death
squads followed the regular army’s advance into the Soviet
Union. Their job was to round up Jews in their villages and
execute and bury them in mass graves, often giant pits dug
by the victims themselves before they were shot. The
leader of one of these death squads described the mode of
operation: 

The unit selected for this task would enter a village or city
and order the prominent Jewish citizens to call together all
Jews for the purpose of resettlement. They were requested
to hand over their valuables to the leaders of the unit, and
shortly before the execution to surrender their outer cloth-
ing. The men, women, and children were led to a place of
execution which in most cases was located next to a more
deeply excavated anti-tank ditch. Then they were shot,
kneeling or standing, and the corpses thrown into the
ditch.10

Such regular killing created morale problems among the
SS executioners. During a visit to Minsk in the Soviet
Union, SS leader Himmler tried to build morale by point-
ing out that “he would not like it if Germans did such a
thing gladly. But their conscience was in no way impaired,
for they were soldiers who had to carry out every order
unconditionally. He alone had responsibility before God
and Hitler for everything that was happening, . . . and he
was acting from a deep understanding of the necessity
for this operation.”11

Although it has been estimated that as many as one
million Jews were killed by the Einsatzgruppen, this
approach to solving the Jewish problem was soon per-
ceived as inadequate. Instead, the Nazis opted for the sys-
tematic annihilation of the European Jewish population in
specially built death camps. The plan was basically sim-
ple. Jews from countries occupied by Germany (or sym-
pathetic to Germany) would be rounded up, packed like
cattle into freight trains, and shipped to Poland, where six
extermination centers were built for this purpose. The
largest and most infamous was Auschwitz-Birkenau. Tech-
nical assistance for the construction of the camps was pro-
vided by experts from the T-4 program, which had been

THE HOLOCAUST: ACTIVITIES OF THE EINSATZGRUPPEN.
The activities of the mobile killing units known as the
Einsatzgruppen were the first stage in the mass killings 
of the Holocaust. This picture shows the execution of 
a Jew by a member of one of these SS killing squads.
Onlookers include members of the German army, the
German Labor Service, and even Hitler Youth. When 
it became apparent that this method of killing was
inefficient, it was replaced by the death camps. 
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responsible for the extermination of 80,000 alleged racially
unfit, mental and physical defectives in Germany between
1938 and 1941. Based on their experiences, medical tech-
nicians chose Zyklon B (the commercial name for hydro-
gen cyanide) as the most effective gas for quickly killing
large numbers of people in gas chambers designed to look
like shower rooms to facilitate the cooperation of the vic-
tims. After gassing, the corpses would be burned in spe-
cially built crematoria. 

To inform party and state officials of the general
procedures for the Final Solution, a conference was held
at Wannsee, outside Berlin, on January 20, 1942. Rein-
hard Heydrich outlined the steps that would now be
taken to “solve the Jewish question.” He explained how
“in the course of the practical implementation of the final
solution Europe is to be combed through from west to
east” for Jews, who would then be brought “group by
group, into so-called transit ghettos, to be transported
from there farther to the east.” The conference then
worked out all of the bureaucratic details so that party

and state officials would cooperate fully in the final elim-
ination of the Jews. 

By the spring of 1942, the death camps were in oper-
ation. Although initial priority was given to the elimination
of the ghettos in Poland, by the summer of 1942, Jews were
also being shipped from France, Belgium, and Holland. In
1943, there were shipments of Jews from the capital cities
of Berlin, Vienna, and Prague and from Greece, southern
France, Italy, and Denmark. Even as the Allies were mak-
ing important advances in 1944, Jews were being shipped
from Greece and Hungary. These shipments depended on
the cooperation of Germany’s Transport Ministry, and
despite desperate military needs, the Final Solution had
priority in using railroad cars for the transportation of Jews
to death camps. Even the military argument that Jews
could be used to produce armaments was overridden by
the demands of extermination. 

A harrowing experience awaited the Jews when they
arrived at one of the six death camps. Rudolf Höss, com-
mandant at Auschwitz-Birkenau, described it: 

THE HOLOCAUST: THE EXTERMINATION CAMP AT
AUSCHWITZ. After his initial successes in the east, Hitler
set in motion the machinery for the physical annihilation
of Europe’s Jews. Shown here is a group of Hungarian

Jews who have just arrived at Auschwitz. Hungarian Jews
were not rounded up and shipped to the death camps
until 1944, at a time when the Allies were making
significant advances in the war.
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We had two SS doctors on duty at Auschwitz to examine
the incoming transports of prisoners. The prisoners would
be marched by one of the doctors who would make spot
decisions as they walked by. Those who were fit for work
were sent into the camp. Others were sent immediately to
the extermination plants. Children of tender years were
invariably exterminated since by reason of their youth they
were unable to work. . . . at Auschwitz we endeavored to
fool the victims into thinking that they were to go through a
delousing process. Of course, frequently they realized our
true intentions and we sometimes had riots and difficulties
due to that fact.12

About 30 percent of the arrivals at Auschwitz were sent to
a labor camp; the remainder went to the gas chambers (see
the box above). After they had been gassed, the bodies
were burned in the crematoria. The victims’ goods and
even their bodies were used for economic gain. Female
hair was cut off, collected, and turned into mattresses or
cloth. Some inmates were also subjected to cruel and
painful “medical” experiments. The Germans killed
between five and six million Jews, over three million of

them in the death camps. Virtually 90 percent of the Jew-
ish populations of Poland, the Baltic countries, and Ger-
many were exterminated. Overall, the Holocaust was
responsible for the death of nearly two out of every three
European Jews. 

The Nazis were also responsible for the deliberate
death by shooting, starvation, or overwork of at least
another 9 to 10 million people. Because the Nazis also con-
sidered the Gypsies of Europe (like the Jews) a race con-
taining alien blood, they were systematically rounded up
for extermination. About 40 percent of Europe’s one million
Gypsies were killed in the death camps. The leading ele-
ments of the “subhuman” Slavic peoples—the clergy, intel-
ligentsia, civil leaders, judges, and lawyers—were arrested
and deliberately killed. Probably, an additional four million
Poles, Ukrainians, and Belorussians lost their lives as slave
laborers for Nazi Germany, and at least three to four mil-
lion Soviet prisoners of war were killed in captivity. The
Nazis also singled out homosexuals for persecution, and
thousands lost their lives in concentration camps. 

The systematic annihilation of millions of men, women,
and children in extermination camps makes the Holocaust
one of the most horrifying events in history. The first docu-
ment is taken from an account by Rudolf Höss, comman-
dant of the extermination camp at Auschwitz-Birkenau. 
In the second document, a French doctor explains what
happened to the victims at one of the crematoria described
by Höss.

l Commandant Höss Describes the Equipment 

The two large crematoria, Nos. I and II, were built
during the winter of 1942–43. . . . They each . . . could
cremate c. 2,000 corpses within twenty-four hours.
. . . Crematoria I and II both had underground undress-
ing and gassing rooms which could be completely 
ventilated. The corpses were brought up to the ovens
on the floor above by lift. The gas chambers could hold
c. 3,000 people.

The firm of Topf had calculated that the two smaller
crematoria, III and IV, would each be able to cremate
1,500 corpses within twenty-four hours. However, owing
to the wartime shortage of materials, the builders were
obliged to economize and so the undressing rooms and
gassing rooms were built above ground and the ovens
were of a less solid construction. But it soon became
apparent that the flimsy construction of these two four-
retort ovens was not up to the demands made on it. 
No. III ceased operating altogether after a short time
and later was no longer used. No. IV had to be repeat-

edly shut down since after a short period in operation of
4–6 weeks, the ovens and chimneys had burnt out. The
victims of the gassing were mainly burnt in pits behind
crematorium IV.

The largest number of people gassed and cremated
within twenty-four hours was somewhat over 9,000.

l A French Doctor Describes the Victims 

It is mid-day, when a long line of women, children, and
old people enter the yard. The senior official in charge 
. . . climbs on a bench to tell them that they are going 
to have a bath and that afterward they will get a drink
of hot coffee. They all undress in the yard. . . . The
doors are opened and an indescribable jostling begins.
The first people to enter the gas chamber begin to draw
back. They sense the death which awaits them. The 
SS men put an end to this pushing and shoving with
blows from their rifle butts beating the heads of the
horrified women who are desperately hugging their
children. The massive oak double doors are shut. For
two endless minutes one can hear banging on the walls
and screams which are no longer human. And then—
not a sound. Five minutes later the doors are opened.
The corpses, squashed together and distorted, fall out
like a waterfall. . . . The bodies which are still warm
pass through the hands of the hairdresser who cuts
their hair and the dentist who pulls out their gold teeth.
. . . One more transport has just been processed
through No. IV crematorium.

The Holocaust: The Camp Commandant and the Camp Victims 

L
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◆ The Home Front 
World War II was even more of a total war than World
War I. Fighting was much more widespread and covered
most of the world. Economic mobilization was more exten-
sive; so too was the mobilization of women. The number
of civilians killed was far higher; almost 20 million died as
a result of bombing raids, mass extermination policies, and
attacks by invading armies. 

l The Mobilization of Peoples: 
Four Examples 

The home fronts of the major Western countries varied
considerably, based on national circumstances. 

/ GREAT BRITAIN

The British mobilized their resources more thoroughly than
their allies or even Germany. By the summer of 1944, 55

percent of the British people were in the armed forces or
civilian “war work.” The British were especially determined
to make use of women. Most women under forty years of
age were called upon to do war work of some kind. By
1944, women held almost 50 percent of the civil service
positions, and the number of women in agriculture dou-
bled as “Land Girls” performed agricultural labor usually
undertaken by men. 

The government encouraged a “Dig for Victory” cam-
paign to increase food production. Fields normally
reserved for athletic events were turned over to citizens to
plant gardens in “Grow Your Own Food” campaigns. Even
with 1.4 million new gardens in 1943, Britain still faced a
shortage of food as German submarines continued to sink
hundreds of British merchant vessels. Food rationing, with
its weekly allotments of bacon, sugar, fats, and eggs, inten-
sified during the war as the British became accustomed
to a diet dominated by bread and potatoes. For many
British people, hours after work were spent in such wartime
activities as “Dig for Victory,” the Civil Defence, or Home
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Guard. The latter had been founded in 1940 to fight off
German invaders. Even elderly people were expected to
help manufacture airplane parts in their homes.

During the war, the British placed much emphasis
on a planned economy. In 1942, the government created
a ministry for fuel and power to control the coal industry
and a ministry for production to oversee supplies for the
armed forces. Although controls and bureaucratic “red
tape” became unpopular, especially with businesspeople,
most British citizens seemed to accept that total war
required unusual governmental interference in people’s
lives. The British did make substantial gains in manufac-
turing war materials. Tank production quadrupled between
1940 and 1942, and the production of aircraft grew from
8,000 in 1939 to 26,000 in 1943 and 1944. 

/ THE SOVIET UNION

World War II had an enormous impact on the Soviet
Union. Known to the Soviets as the Great Patriotic War,
the German-Soviet war witnessed the greatest land battles
in history as well as incredible ruthlessness. To Nazi Ger-
many, it was a war of oppression and annihilation that
called for merciless measures. Two out of every five per-
sons killed in World War II were Soviet citizens. 

The shift to a war footing necessitated only limited
administrative change in the Soviet Union. As the cen-
tral authority, the dictator Joseph Stalin simply created a
system of “super-centralization,” by which he directed mil-
itary and political affairs. All civil and military organiza-
tions were subjected to the control of the Communist Party
and Soviet police. 

The initial defeats of the Soviet Union led to dras-
tic emergency mobilization measures that affected the
civilian population. Leningrad, for example, experienced
900 days of siege, during which its inhabitants became so
desperate for food that they ate dogs, cats, and mice. As
the German army made its rapid advance into Soviet ter-
ritory, the factories in the western part of the Soviet Union
were dismantled and shipped to the interior—to the Urals,
western Siberia, and the Volga region. Machines were
placed on the bare ground, and walls went up around
them as workers began their work. The Kharkov Tank Fac-
tory produced its first 25 T-34 tanks only ten weeks after
the plant had been rebuilt. 

This widespread military, industrial, and economic
mobilization created yet another Industrial Revolution for
the Soviet Union. Stalin labeled it a “battle of machines,”
and the Soviets won, producing 78,000 tanks and 98,000

WOMEN IN THE FACTORIES. Although only the Soviet Union used
women in combat positions, the number of women working in
industry increased dramatically in most belligerent countries. British
women are shown here preparing artillery shells that will be filled
with explosives.
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artillery pieces. Fifty-five percent of Soviet national income
went for war matériel compared to 15 percent in 1940.
As a result of the emphasis on military goods, Soviet citi-
zens experienced incredible shortages of both food and
housing. Civilian food consumption fell by 40 percent dur-
ing the war; in the Volga area, the Urals, and Siberia, work-
ers lived in dugouts or dilapidated barracks. 

Soviet women played a major role in the war effort.
Women and girls worked in industries, mines, and railroads.
Women constituted between 26 and 35 percent of the labor-
ers in mines and 48 percent in the oil industry. Overall,
the number of women working in industry increased almost
60 percent. Soviet women were also expected to dig anti-
tank ditches and work as air-raid wardens. In addition, the
Soviet Union was the only country in World War II to use
women as combatants. Soviet women functioned as snipers
and also as aircrews in bomber squadrons. The female
pilots who helped to defeat the Germans at Stalingrad were
known as the “Night Witches.” 

Soviet peasants were asked to bear enormous bur-
dens. Not only did the peasants furnish 60 percent of the
military forces, but at the same time, they were expected
to feed the Red Army and the Soviet people under very try-
ing conditions. The German occupation in the early
months of the war resulted in the loss of 47 percent of
the country’s grain-producing regions. Although new land
was opened in the Urals, Siberia, and Soviet Asia, a short-
age of labor and equipment hindered the effort to expand
agricultural production. Because farm tractors and trucks
were requisitioned to carry guns for the military, women
and children were literally harnessed to do the plowing,
and everywhere peasants worked long hours on collective
farms for no pay. In 1943, the Soviet harvest was only 60
percent of its 1940 figure, a shortfall that meant extreme
hardship for many people. 

Total mobilization produced victory for the Soviet
Union. Stalin and the Communist Party had quickly real-
ized after the start of the German invasion that the Soviet
people would not fight for communist ideology, but would
do battle to preserve “Mother Russia.” Government prop-
aganda played on patriotic feelings. In a speech on the
anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution in November
1941, Stalin rallied the Soviet people by speaking of the
country’s past heroes, including the famous tsars of Impe-
rial Russia. 

/ THE UNITED STATES

The home front in the United States was quite different
from those of its two chief wartime allies, largely because
the United States faced no threat of war in its own terri-
tory. Although the economy and labor force were slow to
mobilize, eventually the United States became the arse-
nal of the Allied powers, producing the military equipment
they needed. The mobilization of the United States also
had a great impact on American social and economic
developments. 

The American economy was never completely mobi-
lized. In 1941, industries were hesitant to change over to

full-time war operations because they feared too much
production would inundate postwar markets and create
another depression. Unemployment did not decrease sig-
nificantly in the United States until mid-1943, a situa-
tion that affected the use of women in industrial jobs.
Seventy-one percent of American women over eighteen
years of age remained at home, in part due to male atti-
tudes concerning women’s traditional place in the home,
but also because the services of women were not really
necessary. During the high point of war production in the
United States in November 1943, the nation was con-
structing six ships a day and $6 billion worth of other mil-
itary equipment a month. Within a year many small
factories were being shut down because of overproduction. 

Even this partial mobilization of the American econ-
omy produced social problems. The construction of new
factories created boomtowns where thousands came to
work but then faced a shortage of houses, health facilities,
and schools. The dramatic expansion of small towns into
large cities often brought a breakdown in traditional social
mores, especially evident in the growth of teenage prosti-
tution. Economic mobilization also led to a widespread
movement of people, which in turn created new social ten-
sions. Sixteen million men and women were enrolled in
the military, and another 16 million, mostly wives and
sweethearts of the servicemen or workers looking for 
jobs, also relocated. Over one million African Americans
migrated from the rural South to the industrial cities of the
North and West, looking for jobs in industry. The presence
of African Americans in areas where they had not lived
before led to racial tensions and sometimes even racial
riots. In Detroit in June 1943, white mobs roamed the
streets attacking African Americans. Many of the one mil-
lion African Americans who enlisted in the military, only
to be segregated in their own battle units, were angered by
the way they were treated. Some became militant and pre-
pared to fight for their civil rights. 

Japanese Americans were treated even more shab-
bily. On the West Coast, 110,000 Japanese Americans, 65
percent of whom had been born in the United States, were
removed to camps encircled by barbed wire and required
to take loyalty oaths. Although public officials claimed this
policy was necessary for security reasons, no similar treat-
ment of German Americans or Italian Americans ever took
place. The racism inherent in this treatment of Japanese
Americans was evident when the California governor, Cul-
bert Olson, said: “You know, when I look out at a group of
Americans of German or Italian descent, I can tell whether
they’re loyal or not. I can tell how they think and even per-
haps what they are thinking. But it is impossible for me to
do this with inscrutable orientals, and particularly the
Japanese.”13

/ GERMANY

In August 1914, Germans had enthusiastically cheered their
soldiers marching off to war. In September 1939, the streets
were quiet. Many Germans were apathetic or, even worse
for the Nazi regime, had a foreboding of disaster. Hitler was
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very aware of the importance of the home front. He believed
that the collapse of the home front in World War I had
caused Germany’s defeat, and in his determination to avoid
a repetition of that experience, he adopted economic poli-
cies that may indeed have cost Germany the war. 

To maintain the morale of the home front during the
first two years of the war, Hitler refused to convert pro-
duction from consumer goods to armaments. Blitzkrieg
allowed the Germans to win quick victories, after which
they could plunder the food and raw materials of con-
quered countries in order to avoid diverting resources
away from the civilian economy. After the German defeats
on the Soviet front and the American entry into the war,
the economic situation changed. Early in 1942, Hitler
finally ordered a massive increase in armaments produc-
tion and the size of the army. Hitler’s personal architect,
Albert Speer, was made minister for armaments and mu-
nitions in 1942. By eliminating waste and rationalizing
procedures, Speer was able to triple the production of
armaments between 1942 and 1943 despite the intense
Allied air raids. Speer’s urgent plea for a total mobilization
of resources for the war effort went unheeded, however.
Hitler, fearful of civilian morale problems that would
undermine the home front, refused any dramatic cuts in
the production of consumer goods. A total mobilization of
the economy was not implemented until 1944, when
schools, theaters, and cafes were closed and Speer was
finally permitted to use all remaining resources for the pro-
duction of a few basic military items. By that time, it was
in vain. Total war mobilization was too little and too late
in July 1944 to save Germany from defeat. 

The war produced a reversal in Nazi attitudes toward
women. Nazi resistance to female employment declined
as the war progressed and more and more men were called
up for military service. Nazi magazines now proclaimed:
“We see the woman as the eternal mother of our people,
but also as the working and fighting comrade of the
man.”14 But the number of women working in industry,
agriculture, commerce, and domestic service increased
only slightly. The total number of employed women in
September 1944 was 14.9 million compared to 14.6 in
May 1939. Many women, especially those of the middle
class, resisted regular employment, particularly in facto-
ries. Even the introduction of labor conscription for women
in January 1943 failed to achieve much as women found
ingenious ways to avoid the regulations. 

l The Frontline Civilians: 
The Bombing of Cities 

Bombing was used in World War II in a variety of ways:
against nonhuman military targets, against enemy troops,
and against civilian populations. The latter made World
War II as devastating for civilians as for frontline soldiers
(see the box on p. 839). A small number of bombing raids
in the last year of World War I had given rise to the argu-

ment, expressed in 1930 by the Italian general Giulio
Douhet, that the public outcry generated by the bomb-
ing of civilian populations would be an effective way to
coerce governments into making peace. Consequently,
European air forces began to develop long-range bombers
in the 1930s. 

The first sustained use of civilian bombing contra-
dicted Douhet’s theory. Beginning in early September
1940, the German Luftwaffe subjected London and many
other British cities and towns to nightly air raids, making
the Blitz (as the British called the German air raids) a
national experience. Londoners took the first heavy blows
and set the standard for the rest of the British population
by refusing to panic. One British woman expressed well
what many others apparently felt: 

It was a beautiful summer night, so warm it was incredible,
and made more beautiful than ever by the red glow from the
East, where the docks were burning. We stood and stared
for a minute, and I tried to fix the scene in my mind,
because one day this will be history, and I shall be one of
those who actually saw it. I wasn’t frightened any more.15

But London morale was helped by the fact that German
raids were widely scattered over a very large city. Smaller
communities were more directly affected by the devasta-
tion. On November 14, 1940, for example, the Luftwaffe
destroyed hundreds of shops and 100 acres of the city cen-
ter of Coventry. The destruction of smaller cities did pro-
duce morale problems as wild rumors of heavy casualties
spread quickly in these communities. Nevertheless, morale
was soon restored. In any case, war production in these
areas seems to have been little affected by the raids. 

The British failed to learn from their own experience,
however, and soon proceeded to bomb German cities.
Churchill and his advisers believed that destroying Ger-
man communities would break civilian morale and bring
victory. Major bombing raids began in 1942 under the
direction of Arthur Harris, the wartime leader of the British
air force’s Bomber Command, which was rearmed with
four-engine heavy bombers capable of taking the war into
the center of occupied Europe. On May 31, 1942, Cologne
became the first German city to be subjected to an attack
by 1,000 bombers. 

With the entry of the Americans into the war, the
bombing strategy changed. American planes flew daytime
missions aimed at the precision bombing of transportation
facilities and war industries, while the British Bomber
Command continued nighttime saturation bombing of all
German cities with populations over 100,000. Bombing
raids added an element of terror to circumstances already
made difficult by growing shortages of food, clothing, and
fuel. Germans especially feared the incendiary bombs that
created firestorms that swept destructive paths through the
cities. Four raids on Hamburg in August 1943 produced
temperatures of 1,800 degrees Fahrenheit, obliterated half
the city’s buildings, and killed 50,000 civilians. The fero-
cious bombing of Dresden from February 13 to 15, 1945,
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The home front became a battle front when civilian popu-
lations became the targets of mass bombing raids. Many
people believed that mass bombing could effectively
weaken the morale of the people and shorten the war.
Rarely did it achieve its goal. In these selections, British,
German, and Japanese civilians relate their experiences
during bombing raids.

l London, 1940

Early last evening, the noise was terrible. My husband
and Mr. P. were trying to play chess in the kitchen. I was
playing draughts with Kenneth in the cupboard. . . .
Presently I heard a stifled voice “Mummy! I don’t know
what’s become of my glasses.” “I should think they are
tied up in my wool.” My knitting had disappeared and
wool seemed to be everywhere! We heard a whistle, a
bang which shook the house, and an explosion. . . .
Well, we straightened out, decided draughts and chess
were no use under the circumstances, and waited for a
lull so we could have a pot of tea.

l Hamburg, 1943

As the many fires broke through the roofs of the burning
buildings, a column of heated air rose more than two
and a half miles high and one and a half miles in diame-

ter. . . . This column was turbulent, and it was fed from
its base by in-rushing cooler ground-surface air. One
and one half miles from the fires this draught increased
the wind velocity from eleven to thirty-three miles per
hour. At the edge of the area the velocities must have
been appreciably greater, as trees three feet in diameter
were uprooted. In a short time the temperature reached
ignition point for all combustibles, and the entire area
was ablaze. In such fires complete burn-out occurred;
that is, no trace of combustible material remained, and
only after two days were the areas cool enough to
approach.

l Hiroshima, August 6, 1945

I heard the airplane; I looked up at the sky, it was a
sunny day, the sky was blue. . . . Then I saw something
drop—and pow!—a big explosion knocked me down.
Then I was unconscious—I don’t know for how long.
Then I was conscious but I couldn’t see anything. 
. . . Then I see people moving away and I just follow
them. It is not light like it was before, it is more like
evening. I look around; houses are all flat! . . . I follow
the people to the river. I couldn’t hear anything, my ears
are blocked up. I am thinking a bomb has dropped! . . .
I didn’t know my hands were burned, nor my face. . . .
My eyes were swollen and felt closed up.

The Bombing of Civilians

L

THE DESTRUCTION OF
CLYDEBANK. The bombing
of an enemy’s cities brought
the war home to civilian
populations. This picture
shows a street in Clydebank,
near Glasgow in Scotland,
the day after the city was
bombed by the Germans in
March 1941. Only 7 of the
city’s 12,000 houses were
left undamaged; 35,000 of
the 47,000 inhabitants
became homeless overnight.
Clydebank was Scotland’s
only severe bombing
experience. 
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created a firestorm that may have killed as many as
100,000 inhabitants and refugees. Even some Allied lead-
ers began to criticize what they saw as the unnecessary
terror bombing of German cities. Urban dwellers became
accustomed to living in air-raid shelters, usually cellars
in businesses or houses. Occupants of shelters could be
crushed to death if the shelters were hit directly or die by
suffocation from the effects of high-explosive bombs. Not
until 1943 did Nazi leaders begin to evacuate women and
children to rural areas. This evacuation policy, however,
created its own problems since people in country villages
were often hostile to the urban newcomers. 

Germany suffered enormously from the Allied bomb-
ing raids. Millions of buildings were destroyed, and pos-
sibly half a million civilians died from the raids. 
Nevertheless, it is highly unlikely that Allied bombing
sapped the morale of the German people. Instead, Ger-
mans, whether pro-Nazi or anti-Nazi, fought on stub-
bornly, often driven simply by a desire to live. Nor did
the bombing destroy Germany’s industrial capacity. The
Allied Strategic Bombing survey revealed that the 
production of war matériel actually increased between
1942 and 1944. Even in 1944 and 1945, Allied raids cut
German production of armaments by only 7 percent. Nev-
ertheless, the widespread destruction of transportation sys-
tems and fuel supplies made it extremely difficult for the
new matériel to reach the German military. The destruc-
tion of German cities from the air did accomplish one
major goal. There would be no stab-in-the-back myth after
World War II as there had been after World War I. The
loss of the war could not be blamed on the collapse of

the home front. Many Germans understood that the home
front had been a battlefront, and they had fought bravely
on their front just as the soldiers had on theirs. 

The bombing of civilians eventually reached a new
level with the dropping of the first atomic bomb on Japan.
Fearful of German attempts to create a superbomb
through the use of uranium, the American government
pursued a dual strategy. While sabotaging German efforts,
the United States and Britain recruited scientists, includ-
ing many who had fled from Germany, to develop an
atomic bomb. Working under the direction of J. Robert
Oppenheimer at a secret laboratory in Los Alamos, New
Mexico, Allied scientists built and tested the first atomic
bomb by the summer of 1945. A new era in warfare was
about to begin. 

Japan was especially vulnerable to air raids because
its air force had been virtually destroyed in the course of
the war, and its crowded cities were built of flimsy mate-
rials. Attacks on Japanese cities by the new American 
B-29 Superfortresses, the biggest bombers of the war, had
begun on November 24, 1944. By the summer of 1945,
many of Japan’s factories had been destroyed along with
one-fourth of its dwellings. After the Japanese government
decreed the mobilization of all people between the ages of
thirteen and sixty into a People’s Volunteer Corps, Presi-
dent Truman and his advisers feared that Japanese fanati-
cism might mean a million American casualties. This
concern led them to drop the atomic bomb on Hiroshima
(August 6) and Nagasaki (August 9). The destruction was
incredible. Of 76,000 buildings near the hypocenter of the
explosion in Hiroshima, 70,000 were flattened; 140,000 of

HIROSHIMA. The most devastating
destruction of civilians came near the end 
of World War II when the United States
dropped atomic bombs on the Japanese cities
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. This panoramic
view of Hiroshima after the bombing shows
the incredible devastation produced by the
atomic bomb. 
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the city’s 400,000 inhabitants died by the end of 1945.
By the end of 1950, another 50,000 had perished from the
effects of radiation. 

◆ The Aftermath of the War: The
Emergence of the Cold War 

The total victory of the Allies in World War II was not
followed by a real peace, but by the beginnings of a new
conflict known as the Cold War that dominated European
and world politics until the end of the 1980s. The ori-
gins of the Cold War stemmed from the military, political,
and ideological differences, especially between the Soviet
Union and the United States, that became apparent at the
Allied war conferences held in the last years of the war.
Although Allied leaders were mostly preoccupied with
how to end the war, they also were strongly motivated
by differing, and often conflicting, visions of postwar
Europe. 

l The Conferences at Teheran, 
Yalta, and Potsdam 

Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill, the leaders of the Big
Three of the Grand Alliance, met at Teheran (the capital
of Iran) in November 1943 to decide the future course of
the war. Their major tactical decision concerned the final
assault on Germany. Churchill had wanted British and
American forces to follow up their North African and Ital-
ian campaigns by an indirect attack on Germany through
the Balkans. Although an extremely difficult route, this
would give the Western Allies a better position in postwar
central Europe. Stalin and Roosevelt, however, overruled
Churchill and argued successfully for an American-British
invasion of the Continent through France, which they
scheduled for the spring of 1944. The acceptance of this
plan had important consequences. It meant that Soviet
and British-American forces would meet in defeated Ger-
many along a north-south dividing line and that, most
likely, Eastern Europe would be liberated by Soviet forces.
The Allies also agreed to a partition of postwar Germany,
but differences over questions like the frontiers of Poland
were carefully set aside. Roosevelt was pleased with the
accord with Stalin. Harry Hopkins, one of Roosevelt’s
advisers at the conference, remarked: 

We really believed in our hearts that this was the dawn of
the new day. . . . We were absolutely certain that we had
won the first great victory of the peace—and by “we,” I
mean all of us, the whole civilized human race. The Rus-
sians had proved that they could be reasonable and far-
seeing and there wasn’t any doubt in the minds of the
President or any of us that we could live with them and get
along with them peacefully for as far into the future as any
of us could imagine.16

Winston Churchill was more cautious about future
relations with the Soviets. Although overruled at the
Teheran Conference, in October of 1944, Churchill met
with Stalin in Moscow and was able to pin him down to
a more specific determination of postwar spheres of influ-
ence. The agreement between Churchill and Stalin, writ-
ten on a scrap of paper, assigned the various Allies a
certain percentage of political influence in a given area on
the basis of past historical roles. The Soviet Union received
90 percent influence in Romania and 75 percent in Bul-
garia, whereas Britain obtained 90 percent influence in
Greece. Eastern European countries that had a strong tra-
dition of Western ties, such as Yugoslavia and Hungary,
were divided “fifty-fifty.” Churchill perceived how callous
this division of sovereign countries might seem from a dis-
tance. He remarked to Stalin, “Might it not be thought
rather cynical if it seemed we had disposed of these issues,
so fateful to millions of people, in such an offhand man-
ner? Let us burn the paper.” Stalin, not worried about what
others might think, simply replied, “No, you keep it.”17

By the time of the conference at Yalta in southern
Ukraine in February 1945, the defeat of Germany was a
foregone conclusion. The Western powers, which had ear-
lier believed that the Soviets were in a weak position, were
now faced with the reality of 11 million Red Army soldiers
taking possession of Eastern and much of central Europe.
Stalin was still operating under the notion of spheres of
influence. He was deeply suspicious of the Western pow-
ers and desired a buffer to protect the Soviet Union from
possible future Western aggression. At the same time,
however, Stalin was eager to obtain economically impor-
tant resources and strategic military positions. Roosevelt
by this time was moving away from the notion of spheres
of influence to the ideal of self-determination. He called
for “the end of the system of unilateral action, exclusive
alliances, and spheres of influence.” The Grand Alliance
approved a “Declaration on Liberated Europe.” This was
a pledge to assist liberated European nations in the cre-
ation of “democratic institutions of their own choice.” Lib-
erated countries were to hold free elections to determine
their political systems. 

At Yalta, Roosevelt sought Soviet military help
against Japan. The atomic bomb was not yet assured, and
American military planners feared the possible loss of as
many as one million men in amphibious assaults on the
Japanese home islands. Roosevelt therefore agreed to
Stalin’s price for military assistance against Japan: pos-
session of Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands as well as two
warm water ports and railroad rights in Manchuria. 

The creation of the United Nations was a major
American concern at Yalta. Roosevelt hoped to ensure the
participation of the Big Three powers in a postwar inter-
national organization before difficult issues divided them
into hostile camps. After a number of compromises, both
Churchill and Stalin accepted Roosevelt’s plans for a
United Nations organization and set the first meeting for
San Francisco in April of 1945. 
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The issues of Germany and Eastern Europe were
treated less decisively. The Big Three reaffirmed that Ger-
many must surrender unconditionally and created four
occupation zones. Churchill, over the objections of the
Soviets and Americans, insisted that the French be given
one occupation zone, carved out of the British and Amer-
ican zones. German reparations were set at $20 billion.
A compromise was also worked out in regard to Poland. It
was agreed that a provisional government would be estab-
lished with members of both the Lublin Poles, who were
Polish Communists living in exile in the Soviet Union, and
the London Poles, who were non-Communists exiled in
Britain. Stalin also agreed to free elections in the future
to determine a new government. But the issue of free elec-
tions in Eastern Europe caused a serious rift between the
Soviets and the Americans. The principle was that East-
ern European governments would be freely elected, but
they were also supposed to be pro-Soviet. As Churchill
expressed it: “The Poles will have their future in their own
hands, with the single limitation that they must honestly
follow in harmony with their allies, a policy friendly to Rus-
sia.”18 This attempt to reconcile two irreconcilable goals
was doomed to failure, as soon became evident at the next
conference of the Big Three powers. 

Even before the conference at Potsdam took place
in July 1945, Western relations with the Soviets were dete-
riorating rapidly. The Grand Alliance had been one of
necessity in which disagreements had been subordinated
to the pragmatic concerns of the war. The Allied powers’
only common aim was the defeat of Nazism. Once this aim
had all but been accomplished, the many differences that
troubled East-West relations came to the surface. Each
side committed acts that the other viewed as unbecom-
ing of “allies.” 

From the perspective of the Soviets, the United States’
termination of Lend-Lease aid before the war was over and
its failure to respond to the Soviet request for a $6 billion
loan for reconstruction exposed the Western desire to keep
the Soviet state weak. On the American side, the Soviet
Union’s failure to fulfill its Yalta pledge on the “Declaration
on Liberated Europe” as applied to Eastern Europe set a
dangerous precedent. This was evident in Romania as early
as February 1945, when the Soviets engineered a coup and
installed a new government under the Communist Petra
Groza, called the “Little Stalin.” One month later, the Sovi-
ets sabotaged the Polish settlement by arresting the London
Poles and their sympathizers and placing the Soviet-backed
Lublin Poles in power. To the Americans, the Soviets
seemed to be asserting control of Eastern European coun-
tries under puppet Communist regimes. 

The Potsdam Conference of July 1945 conse-
quently began under a cloud of mistrust. Roosevelt had
died on April 12 and had been succeeded by Harry Tru-
man. During the conference, Truman received word that
the atomic bomb had been successfully tested. Some
historians have argued that this knowledge resulted in
Truman’s stiffened resolve against the Soviets. Whatever
the reasons, there was a new coldness in the relations
between the Soviets and Americans. At Potsdam, Tru-
man demanded free elections throughout Eastern
Europe. Stalin responded: “A freely elected government
in any of these East European countries would be anti-
Soviet, and that we cannot allow.”19 After a bitterly
fought and devastating war, Stalin sought absolute mil-
itary security. To him, it could only be gained by the
presence of Communist states in Eastern Europe. Free
elections might result in governments hostile to the Sovi-
ets. By the middle of 1945, only an invasion by Western

THE VICTORIOUS ALLIED
LEADERS AT YALTA. Even
before World War II ended, the
leaders of the Big Three of the
Grand Alliance, Churchill,
Roosevelt, and Stalin (shown
from left to right), met in
wartime conferences to plan the
final assault on Germany and
negotiate the outlines of the
postwar settlement. At the Yalta
meeting (February 5–11, 1945),
the three leaders concentrated
on postwar issues. The
American president, who died
two months later, was already a
worn-out man at Yalta.
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forces could undo developments in Eastern Europe, and
after the world’s most destructive conflict had ended, few
people favored such a policy. 

The Soviets did not view their actions as danger-
ous expansionism but as legitimate security maneuvers.
Was it not the West that had attacked the East? When
Stalin sought help against the Nazis in the 1930s, had not
the West turned a deaf ear? But there was little sympa-
thy in the West for Soviet fears and even less trust in
Stalin. When the American secretary of state James Byrnes
proposed a twenty-five-year disarmament of Germany, the
Soviet Union rejected it. In the West, many saw this 
as proof of Stalin’s plans to expand in central Europe and
create a Communist East German state. When Byrnes
responded by announcing that American troops would be
needed in Europe for an indefinite time and made moves
that foreshadowed the creation of an independent West
Germany, the Soviets saw this as a direct threat to Soviet
security in Europe. 

As the war slowly receded into the past, the reality
of conflicting ideologies had reappeared. Many in the West
interpreted Soviet policy as part of a worldwide Commu-
nist conspiracy. The Soviets, for their part, viewed West-
ern, especially American, policy as nothing less than global
capitalist expansionism or, in Leninist terms, as nothing
less than economic imperialism. Vyacheslav Molotov, the
Russian foreign minister, referred to the Americans as
“insatiable imperialists” and “war-mongering groups of
adventurers.”20 In March 1946, in a speech to an Ameri-
can audience, the former British prime minister, Winston
Churchill, declared that “an iron curtain” had “descended
across the continent,” dividing Germany and Europe into
two hostile camps. Stalin branded Churchill’s speech a
“call to war with the Soviet Union” (see the box on p. 844).
Only months after the world’s most devastating conflict
had ended, the world seemed once again bitterly divided.
Would the twentieth-century crisis of Western civilization
never end? 
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1935 1937 1939 1941 1943 1945

Hitler occupies demilitarized Rhineland

Occupation of the Sudetenland German surrender at Stalingrad

Germany invades Poland

Munich Conference Churchill becomes British prime minister

Teheran Conference Surrender of Germany

Germany defeats France Axis forces surrender in North Africa

Allied invasion of France

Japan surrenders

Less than a year after the end of World War II, the major
Allies that had fought together to destroy Hitler’s Germany
had divided into two hostile camps. These excerpts, taken
from Winston Churchill’s speech to an American audience
on March 5, 1946, and Joseph Stalin’s reply to Churchill
only nine days later, reveal the divisions in the Western
world that marked the beginning of the Cold War. 

l Churchill’s Speech at Fulton, Missouri, 
March 5, 1946 

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an
iron curtain has descended across the continent. Be-
hind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states 
of central and eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague,
Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest, and Sofia, 
all these famous cities and the populations around
them lie in the Soviet sphere and all are subject, in 
one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but 
to a very high and increasing measure of control from
Moscow. . . . 

The Russian-dominated Polish Government has been
encouraged to make enormous and wrongful inroads
upon Germany, and mass expulsions of millions of Ger-
mans on a scale grievous and undreamed of are now
taking place. The Communist parties, which were very
small in all these eastern states of Europe, have been
raised to preeminence and power far beyond their num-
bers and are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian
control. Police governments are prevailing in nearly

every case, and so far, except in Czechoslovakia, there is
no true democracy. . . . Whatever conclusions may be
drawn from these facts—and facts they are—this is
certainly not the liberated Europe we fought to build up.
Nor is it one which contains the essentials of permanent
peace. 

l Stalin’s Reply to Churchill, March 14, 1946 

In substance, Mr. Churchill now stands in the position
of a firebrand of war. And Mr. Churchill is not alone
here. He has friends not only in England but also in the
United States of America. 

In this respect, one is reminded remarkably of 
Hitler and his friends. Hitler began to set war loose by
announcing his racial theory, declaring that only peo-
ple speaking the German language represent a fully
valuable nation. Mr. Churchill begins to set war loose,
also by a racial theory, maintaining that only nations
speaking the English language are fully valuable
nations, called upon to decide the destinies of the 
entire world. 

The German racial theory brought Hitler and his
friends to the conclusion that the Germans, as the only
fully valuable nation, must rule over other nations. The
English racial theory brings Mr. Churchill and his friends
to the conclusion that nations speaking the English
language, being the only fully valuable nations, should
rule over the remaining nations of the world. 

Emergence of the Cold War: Churchill and Stalin

L
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Conclusion LLLLLLLLLLLL

Between 1933 and 1939, Europeans watched as Adolf
Hitler rebuilt Germany into a great military power. For
Hitler, military power was an absolute prerequisite for
the creation of a German racial empire that would
dominate Europe and the world for generations to
come. If Hitler had been successful, the Nazi New
Order, built upon authoritarianism, racial extermina-
tion, and the brutal oppression of peoples, would have
meant a triumph of barbarism and the end of freedom
and equality, which, however imperfectly realized, had
become important ideals in Western civilization. 

The Nazis lost, but only after tremendous sacri-
fices and costs. Much of European civilization lay in
ruins, and the old Europe had disappeared forever.
Europeans, who had been accustomed to dominating
the world at the beginning of the twentieth century,
now watched helplessly at mid-century as the two new
superpowers created by the two world wars took control
of their destinies. Even before the last battles had been
fought, the United States and the Soviet Union had
arrived at different visions of the postwar European
world. No sooner had the war ended than their differ-
ences created a new and potentially even more devas-
tating conflict known as the Cold War. Yet even though
Europeans seemed merely pawns in the struggle
between the two superpowers, they managed to stage 
a remarkable recovery of their own civilization. 
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