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INTRODUCTION

Introduction

The second edition

Since publication of the first edition of International History of the Twentieth
Century in 2004, world events have evolved rapidly. The search for al-Qaeda
leader Osama Bin Laden and the efforts to destroy his power base and cut off his
finances led to the US and its Allies attacking Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in
2003. However, they failed to destroy, or even contain, al-Qaeda; instead, al-
Qaeda-inspired terror spread. In 2002 suicide bombers targeted Bali, in 2003
Jakarta, in 2004 Madrid, and in 2005 London. As unsuccessful as the global war
on terror were efforts to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict. The second Palestinian
intifada continued unabated and after the death of Yasser Arafat the already
existing rivalry between different Palestinian factions descended into internecine
fighting. In 2007 Hamas took over the Gaza Strip while the Palestinian Authority
continued to govern the West Bank. The situation along Israel’s northern border
also heated up, culminating in Israel’s Second Lebanon War in 2006, which like
the first one was a complete failure. In South-East Asia Indonesia consolidated its
democracy and ended the conflict in Aceh in 2005 while in Thailand Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra was ousted in a bloodless military coup in 2006; and
in 2007 Buddhist monks in Burma tried to achieve regime change in what became
dubbed the Saffron Revolution.

CONTENTS

The second
edition

Introduction to the
twentieth century




globalization

The cultural, social and
economic changes caused by
the growth of international
trade, the rapid transfer of
investment capital and the
development of high-speed
global communications.

Great Powers

Traditionally those states

that were held capable of
shared responsibility for the
management of the
international order by virtue
of their military and economic
influence.

INTRODUCTION

In order to incorporate all these new events it was necessary to change the
title to bring the book into the twenty-first century. Like the first edition, the
second edition offers the benefits of a cohesive view of world history by four
specialists with regional expertise. It also offers the benefit of having received
considerable feedback from lecturers and students using the book on their courses.
In light of their excellent suggestions we have updated all chapters, reorganized
some, and added two new chapters: one on European integration and the other
on the global war on terror. We have expanded the material on the Middle East
to include a more detailed discussion of the second intifada, the 2006 Lebanon
War and post-2000 attempts at resolving the Arab—Israeli conflict. We have also
added illustrations to each chapter and included additional web links to primary
resource sites which students can link to from the support website at www.

routledge.com/textbooks/9780415438964.

Introduction to the twentieth century

In the twentieth century the history of international relations revealed four
powerful trends. The first, and the one that received the greatest attention at the
end of the century, was that the years between 1900 and 2000 witnessed a
shrinking world in which the rapid growth of trade and finance created a truly
global economy, while advances in communications and transport radically
reduced the boundaries of time and space. Moreover, this trend towards global-
ization was reinforced by the fact that closer contacts and interdependence
between political communities spurred on the formation of permanent inter-
governmental institutions as well as a mushrooming of non-governmental organ-
izations. Linked to this trend was a second major theme, which is that the
twentieth century was a period defined by the quest for modernization and the
perfection of modernity. Accordingly, more than any previous century, its course
was shaped by ideological innovations and confrontation, ranging from the
progressive utopianism of communism to the outwardly nostalgic visions of
political Islam. Another major trend was that the century saw the steady diffusion
of power away from Europe, which had dominated the world in 1900. At the level
of Great Power politics, Europe was eclipsed by the rise of the United States and
the Soviet Union, but this change to the international order also had another vital
element, the proliferation of new nation-states in Asia and Africa, which acquired
sovereignty as the European colonial empires broke up. These dramatic trans-
formations in the world led to the fourth trend, the century’s all-too-frequent
tendency to descend into conflict, fed by ideology, nationalism, and advances in
technology and institutional administration. No previous century can claim the
violent death toll of the twentieth, in which lives were lost not just in war, but
also in barbarous acts of organized state violence.

Our purpose is to offer students a single-volume, clear and wide-ranging
account of the twentieth century and to explain why world politics followed this
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complex and often violent course. Such an exercise contains the danger that, in
explaining long-term historical developments, the historian can, if not careful,
erase the fundamental variable in all human affairs — contingency. There was no
overriding reason why the past century had to be plagued by war, economic
upheaval and political turmoil, for other routes to the future were open as the
nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth. Indeed, many on the cusp of that
transition, such as Norman Angell in his 1910 book, The Grear Illusion, foresaw
a new age of perpetual inter-state harmony ushered in by the rise of industrial
economies and new technologies. Unfortunately, however, these prophets of peace
proved to be wrong, and thus the history that we have to account for is defined
by the violent dissolution of the old order dominated by Europe and the emer-
gence of a titanic struggle between two hostile coalitions that possessed enough
firepower to extinguish all human life completely.

In approaching our task, we have emphasized the international politics and the
ideological doctrines of the past century. This approach may strike some as old-
fashioned, especially as the historical discipline now considers the ways in which
cultural, gender, social, economic and scientific factors, as well as the actions of
non-governmental bodies, have influenced international affairs. We do not dismiss
the influence of these factors on the structure and character of international politics,
but nevertheless we had to make choices about what should be included in a single-
volume book designed to cover the whole of the century and much of the globe.
As this book is aimed at history, international relations and politics undergraduates,
we agreed that it should provide a solid foundation in international politics, for it
is only by understanding such a framework that students can make sense of the
diversity and complexity of the twentieth century.

Our intended audience also influenced the choices we made about structure.
We rejected a thematic approach on the grounds that in our experience students
find the study of events over time the most rewarding way to learn history. Hence
the book is divided into twenty-two chapters arranged in a roughly chronological
manner, with the origins and course of the world wars and the Cold War providing
the core of the book. This overall structure introduces the tricky issue of period-
ization. It has recently been common in history texts to talk of the artificiality
of centuries as objects of study; for example, historians of eighteenth-century
Europe tend to end their studies in either 1789 or 1815. Similar objections
can be made to analysis of the twentieth century. Arguably the century really
began in terms of its broad themes not in 1900 but in 1914, when the outbreak
of the First World War destroyed the Concert of Europe that had arisen in the
nineteenth century, and did not end in 2000 but with the resolution of the
Cold War in 1991. However, the authors felt that the distinct period of hyper-
competitive inter-state relations between 1914 and 1991 could not be compre-
hended clearly unless our study included some discussion of the years both
before and after. Moreover, while the core of the book deals with the major
international conflicts of the century, more than half of the chapters examine
developments in Latin America, Asia, Africa and the Middle East and raise
questions about how far and in what ways the Great Powers have shaped the
destinies of these areas.

Concert of Europe

The nineteenth-century
European system of regulation
of international affairs by the
Great Powers. Although much
of the historical literature
argues that the system was
successful in keeping the
general peace of Europe
because it was based on a
‘balance of power’, more
recent work has stressed the
importance of shared rules of
conduct, values, goals and
diplomatic practices in
relations between the Great
Powers.
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How should this book be used? All the chapters relate to each other in a
coherent and chronological manner, and we encourage students to read the book
from beginning to end, but each chapter may also be read independently as
background before lectures and seminars. Indeed, course organizers may wish to
design a full introductory course around this compact text. The book incorporates
special features with both beginners and their teachers in mind. Since history is
about arguments over causation, continuity and change, structure and agency,
values, definition and the limits of historical knowledge, each chapter contains a
‘debates and controversies’ section that discusses historiographical disputes or
issues. Our aim in highlighting historiography in this way is to show students that
they must learn to identify the main points of contention between different
historical perspectives and to locate historians’ arguments within one of the
conflicting perspectives. Students fresh to the topic of twentieth-century inter-
national history will encounter many key names and terms that will be unfamiliar
to them. Certain important names and terms are therefore highlighted in bold
the first time they appear in a chapter and a definition also appears in the margin.
So, for instance, in this Introduction, as we are sure you noticed earlier, global-
ization, the Concert of Europe and Great Powers were rendered in bold with a
definition in the margin. We have also included a glossary of key names and terms
at the end of this book.

While encountering many of the terms contained in this volume for the first
time may be bewildering enough, locating all the places, nation-states and shifting
frontiers discussed on the pages that follow would be impossible without a healthy
supply of maps. Accordingly, you will find twenty-four maps in this book dealing
with all parts of the globe. Finally, because no single book, no matter how lengthy
or thorough, could cover every aspect of every topic in twentieth-century
international relations, readers will find an annotated list of further reading at the
end of each chapter. A book of this size covering such a wide expanse of time and
range of issues is ultimately a work of synthesis. When writing this book, we have
endeavoured to use the latest scholarship and to include up-to-date secondary
sources. However, in order not to clutter up the text, we decided not to use
footnotes or the Chicago form of citation. Instead, the recommended reading
sections may be taken as indicative of the sources that we have used. We strongly
urge students to make use of the recommended readings, for a textbook can never
be more than a general introduction.



CHAPTER ONE

Great Power rivalry
and the World War,
1900-17

Introduction

Europeans lived in relative peace in the nineteenth century, although the recent
upheavals that had racked the continent loomed large. After the revolution of
1789, France had exploded with a seemingly unbounded potential for ideological
war and after 1804 Napoleon had harnessed this power to destroy the inde-
pendence and security of the Great Powers and to make France the master of all
continental Europe. Undisputedly Napoleon possessed a genius for war, but
eventually he overreached himself both militarily and politically, and Britain,
Austria, Prussia and Russia prevailed on the battlefield. The Congress of Vienna
of 181415 founded a lasting peace based on Great Power management of inter-
national politics and moderation in the pursuit of self-interest. This management
was not perfect, for national antagonism and egotism did not evaporate and war
remained an instrument of policy. The general peace was broken by the Crimean
War of 1853-56, and then by the three wars of Italian and German unification
between 1859 and 1871. Yet these Great Power conflicts were limited in scope
and fought for limited objectives, and once these objectives were achieved, order
was restored. After the ‘long’ peace of 1815-54 came that of 1871-1914.

As a consequence, by the end of the century, Europe dominated the globe. Of
course other factors played an essential part: Europe possessed the population
size, the machine power and a massive organizational and technological edge over

CONTENTS
Introduction

The Great Powers,
power politics and
the states system

The long-term
causes of the
First World War

From one crisis to
the next, 1905-13

1914: decisions
for war

The triple
stalemate

Conclusion

Recommended
reading

Great Powers

Traditionally those states

that were held capable of
shared responsibility for the
management of the
international order by virtue
of their military and economic
influence.




total war

A war that uses all resources at
a state’s disposal including the
complete mobilization of both
the economy and society.

isolationism

The policy or doctrine of
isolating one’s country by
avoiding foreign
entanglements and
responsibilities. Popular in the
United States during the inter-
war years.

see Map 1.1

GREAT POWER RIVALRY AND THE WORLD WAR

its rivals. But stability at home permitted the impulses of the so-called ‘new
imperialism’ to translate steam engines, machine guns and administration into
supremacy abroad. In the 1880s and 1890s, these impulses ushered in not only
the ‘scramble for Africa’, but also competition to extend empire in Persia, South-
East Asia and the Pacific. Europe’s commercial, intellectual and cultural influence
also spread. Under this corrosive pressure, the last great non-European empires,
Qing China and Ottoman Turkey, crumbled, while Europeans planned partition.
Afghanistan and Siam remained in part independent because they served as useful
buffers between the Russian and British and the British and French imperial
spheres of influence. Japan escaped European domination through modernization:
after 1868 Japan was transformed into a quasi-European power — through the
adoption of modern Western financial, military and industrial methods. Even so,
the European Great Powers called the shots. When Japan defeated China in
1894-95, the Europeans intervened to rein the Japanese in and to take for
themselves some of the spoils at China’s expense.

Unfortunately, the legacy of one century proved to be short lived in the next.
If 181554 and 1871-1914 are the conspicuous features of the nineteenth century,
then the two world wars and the Cold War blot the twentieth. Europe lost its
capacity to contain inter-state violence just when the process of modernization
handed Europeans an unprecedented capacity to wage total war. The killing
machine of 191418 was the result. Between the wars, the European system lurched
forward slowly, as political isolationism and revolution preoccupied America and
Russia. The coming of Hitler’s war finally extinguished the European system, and
with it European world primacy. The Soviet Union and the United States emerged
as superpowers. Their ideological, strategic and economic rivalry began in Central
Europe but quickly spread beyond, drawing in revolutionary China and the newly
independent states of Africa, Asia and the Middle East. The German question
disturbed the peace intermittently, but only as one front in a global Cold War.
Until 1989, Germany, like the European continent as a whole, remained split
between the two hostile coalitions. Europe enjoyed another ‘long peace’, but not
on its own terms. Only after the USSR collapsed did Europeans begin to reshape
the political landscape without the boundaries drawn by the world wars.

To understand why the European era of international politics came to an end
requires an answer to why the nineteenth-century states system broke down in the
first decade and a half of the twentieth. Before addressing this question, however,
it will be helpful to set out some of the terms and concepts essential to an
understanding of the history of Great Power relations.

The Great Powers, power politics and the states system

Only five European states undisputedly held Great Power status when the twentieth
century opened — Britain, France, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia. The
statesmen of 1815 would have recognized this arrangement, although Germany
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see Table 1.1

GREAT POWER RIVALRY AND THE WORLD WAR

(then Prussia) had greatly expanded its power and that of Austria (Austria-Hungary
after 1867) had shrunk just as swiftly. At the crudest level, the term ‘Great Power’
applied to those states with the greatest capacity for war. Here, in the calculations
of diplomats and strategists, the hard currency of power counted: size of popu-
lation, territory, finance and industrial output.

On this scale the five did not measure up equally, and clear-cut comparisons
are problematic. Russia had by far the largest population, but Britain, France and
Germany had large literate urban populations and this pool of educated workers
and soldiers helped to offset numbers in the era of machine production and
complex weapons. Still, mass conscript armies recruited on the basis of universal
military service required numbers: by 1900, Russia called up 335,000 men
annually, Germany 280,000, France 250,000, Austria-Hungary 103,000 and Italy
100,000. Because of the low birth rate in France, its military planners looked on
with unease at the growth of Germany’s population. Austria-Hungary suffered
another problem — its birth rate was fastest in the backward regions of the empire.
France and Britain could call upon their empires for reserves, but the wisdom of
the day assumed rapid mobilization and decisive opening battles, in which there
would be no time to train colonial levies. Britain, at any rate, with its far-flung
maritime empire, did not adopt conscription but instead concentrated on its fleet.
Although unable to match the British, all the Great Powers assembled modern
battle fleets in the years before 1914, partly in response to real threats, but also as
symbols of their place in the first rank of states. Great Power armies required a
large manpower pool and high birth rates; battleships, modern field weapons and
railways required heavy industry. Britain and France produced coal and steel in
quantities appropriate to their Great Power status, even if Germany began to dwarf
them both, as well as Russia, by 1914. Austria-Hungary, Berlin’s chief ally,
exceeded only Italy in its industrial output. Following unification in 1861, Italy
regarded itself as a contender for Great Power status, but while moving steadily
towards demographic equality with a declining France, it nonetheless lacked the
necessary levels of literacy, secure coal supplies, railways and productive capacity
to bear this title with confidence.

Table 1.1 Total populations of the Great Powers, 1890 -1913 (millions)

1890 1900 1910 1913
Russia 116.8 135.6 159.3 175.1
United States 62.6 75.9 91.9 97.3
Germany 49.2 56.0 64.5 66.9
Austria-Hungary 42.6 46.7 50.8 52.1
Japan 39.9 43.8 49.1 51.3
France 38.3 38.9 39.5 39.7
Britain 37.4 41.1 44.9 45.6
Italy 30.0 322 34.4 35.1

Source: Adapted from Kennedy (1988, p. 255)
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The ability to generate revenue in order to purchase armaments, train soldiers
and build railways was another important power indicator. Once again, clear-cut
comparisons are problematic. A look at defence spending in the decade before 1914
indicates that all five Great Powers had the financial strength to enter into an arms
race. Germany and Russia, in terms of absolute outlay, outpaced the rest, with
Britain and France holding their own. Austria-Hungary stayed ahead of Italy, but
could not keep up with the big players. Britain spent far more than any other Great
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Figure 1.1 Defence expenditure of the European Great Powers, 1900-13

Source: D. Stevenson (1996)
Note: The high levels of defence expenditure in 1900-02 for Britain reflect the costs of the
Boer War, while the high levels in 1904 -05 for Russia reflect those of the Russo-Japanese War.

see Figure 1.1




Monroe Doctrine

The doctrine declared by
President James Monroe in
1823 in which he announced
that the United States would
not tolerate intervention by
the European Powers in the
affairs of the Western
Hemisphere.
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Power on warships, while on land Russia, Germany and France (‘a poor third’) not
surprisingly dominated. Other important differences existed. Britain, France and
Germany, the states with the highest per capita income, spent much more of their
national wealth on defence than Russia (though it was in absolute terms still a giant)
and Italy, which could not bear a similar burden. Although France did not spend
as much as Germany, the financial assistance it extended to St Petersburg proved
significant in speeding up Russia’s economic and military development after 1905.
Indeed, paradoxically enough, despite the impressive steel output and undisputed
wealth in the years before 1914, the German government had reached the limits
of what its fiscal and political structure could raise for defence.

However, formal recognition of Great Power status resulted not just from statis-
tical reckoning but also from inclusion in the inner circle of diplomacy, especially
the drafting of the general peace treaties and territorial adjustments. Normally
the rights of Great Powers could not be neglected in international affairs, while
smaller states were routinely ignored and subject to Great Power management.
Like the rules of any club, diplomatic etiquette reflected the ‘pecking order’. The
heads of state and foreign ministers of the Great Powers met at congresses (the
last in 1878), not conferences; generally only they exchanged ambassadors
(diplomatic officials of the highest rank), not ministers. Nonetheless, diplomatic
practice also accommodated the fuzziness of these distinctions. One might be
invited into the Great Power club even without the hard credentials of member-
ship. Italy was a ‘courtesy’ Great Power. The Powers treated Italy like a Great Power
in an effort to entice Rome into one alliance or another. Similarly, after 1892, the
Great Powers upgraded their representatives in Washington to ambassadors. In
1895, Britain deferred to the Monroe Doctrine over the Venezuelan border
dispute. By 1900 the United States also had a formidable industrial economy. Yet,
though treated as a ‘courtesy’ Great Power — the Americans participated in the
conference on equatorial Africa in 1884-85 — even Italy carried more political
weight where it counted most, that is, in Europe.

Notwithstanding the importance of armed strength, military success alone was
not enough to allow a state to join the top rank. In 1898 the United States forced
the Spanish out of Cuba and the Philippines. Spain, however, with little industrial
and financial muscle, pulled no weight in Europe. At best, the victory only
confirmed the United States as a regional power in the Western Hemisphere. Even
s0, in 1902-03, when Britain, Germany and Italy sent warships to force Venezuela
to make good on debt payments, the Americans discovered that they lacked the
military, economic or diplomatic means to forestall European gunboat diplomacy.
In Italy’s case its humiliating defeat in Africa at the hands of Abyssinian
(Ethiopian) tribesmen at Adowa in 1896 confirmed its reputation as ‘the least of
the Great Powers’, and the conquest of Libya in 1911 from the Ottomans did little
to overturn this impression. The Russo-Japanese war of 1904-05 illustrates
another case. The war originated from a clash of rival ambitions to dominate
Manchuria and Korea. Japan struck first, with a surprise attack on the Russians
at Port Arthur, followed up by a series of rapid victories over the inefficient Russian
armies along the Yalu River and in Manchuria. In May 1905, with superior
gunnery, the Japanese navy annihilated the Russians at the Battle of Tsushima.
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Europe saw the Japanese triumph and the resulting revolution in Russia as degrad-
ing Russian power and causing an elevation of Japan’s standing. Yet St Petersburg
was down but not out. Given Russias reputation as a first-rate power, everyone
understood that with time Russia would again exercise its strength.

The inexact relationship between military potential and international status
can in part be explained by the elusive nature of power. Statesmen form percep-
tions of the relative strength of other states based on multiple sources of informa-
tion, everything from newspapers and personal experiences to secret intelligence.
This information is compiled and filtered through complex bureaucracies which
are no less subject to human error and bias. Statesmen may strive to form concrete
judgements about the realities of international power, but these judgements are
frequently inconclusive or wrong. For example, apart from Japan’s ally, Britain,
European governments generally underestimated Japanese power before the
1904-05 war. What changed afterwards was not the reality of Japanese power
(military efficiency, population and armaments) but European perceptions of it.
Even if the problem of perception could be overcome, power would remain a
slippery concept. It is not reducible to ‘military capacity’, measured by plotting
industrial output, manpower and finance. All forms of power must be weighed in
relation to potential challenges. It must operate within a geographical, political,
intellectual and even cultural context, and must be projected over time and space.

Take, for instance, the security situation of Austria-Hungary, a multinational
state encompassing Germans, Magyars, Romanians, Italians, Slovaks, Croatians,
Czechs, Serbs, Slovenes, Ruthenians and Poles, all united under the Habsburg
monarchy. It had survived the Napoleonic Wars as a Great Power and thereafter
acted as a key enforcer of the European order. It also united much of Central and
South-Eastern Europe under one dynasty, thus providing a useful check to Russian
ambitions in the region. Indeed, the empire’s survival can be partly explained by
the fact that the other Powers had recognized that its collapse would spark a crisis
fatal to European stability and peace. In the latter half of the nineteenth century,
the rise of nationalism and national self-determination — exemplified by German  self-determination
and Italian unification — placed strains on the empire’s precarious political and ~ The idea that each national
economic ties. In an effort to solve the problem, the Ausgleich (compromise) of &P has the right to establish

its own national state. It is
1867 reconstituted the empire into two autonomous states under Emperor Franz = o6t often associated with the
Josef — in Austria, Germans would dominate the subject nationalities, while in  tenets of Wilsonian
Hungary Magyars would do the same. The Ausgleich appeased the Hungarians, ~ internationalism and became a
but also made it difficult to co-ordinate security policy because each half of the key driving force in the
. . . struggle to end imperialism.

empire had its own government, parliament and budget. Not only were resources
scarce, but, as was the case with Germany’s fiscal problems, translating resources
into armed strength proved difficult. The size and quality of the army suffered —
in 1866 it was one of the largest armies, by 1914 it was one of the smallest — while
challenges to security and internal cohesion multiplied. The decline of the
Ottoman Empire in the Balkans, the rise of Balkan nationalism — including
Serbia’s drive to unite the Slavs — and the breakdown of relations with Serbia’s
Slavic patron, Russia, over what should replace the Ottoman order in the Balkans,
all generated an unfavourable balance between capabilities and vulnerabilities with
far-reaching consequences.

11
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Further complicating the problem of measuring power is that intangible
elements, such as the quality of political and military leadership and diplomatic
skill, also count. In the negotiations leading to the renewal of the 1905 Anglo-
Japanese Alliance, for instance, the outcome was determined not by raw power, but
by diplomatic skill. The Japanese not only dodged a commitment to send troops
to fight with the British army against Russia in India, but they secured in 1907 a
British commitment to ship Japanese troops to Manchuria in the event of war with
Russia. To put the problem another way, power is not an objecr — something one
possesses — but a relationship. It might be helpful to think about power in the
abstract: A exercises power over B when A gets B to do something it would 7oz
otherwise do. The Japanese influenced the British to accommodate their needs.
Austria-Hungary increasingly found it lacked both the levers to compel its
troublesome nationalities to live happily under the Habsburg Monarchy and the
military means to deter Serbia, Russia, Romania, Greece and Italy from exploiting
that weakness. Accordingly, whether A imposes its will by force or persuasion, the
pull of an idea or even through deceit, does not matter. All represent the exercise
of power. Another example might be useful here. In 1904, France and Britain
concluded an Entente (flexible agreement), settling their long-standing overseas
rivalry. After 1905, when Germany appeared more threatening, the two Powers also
co-ordinated military plans. Although the Entente and the military talks did not
commit Britain to go to war in 1914 alongside France in the way a formal alliance
certainly would have, the connection (or even the sense of obligation) made itself
felt in London. As Sir Edward Grey, the British foreign secretary, wrote: “The
Entente and still more the constant and emphatic demonstrations of affection . . .
have created in France a belief that we shall support them. . . . If this expectation
is disappointed, the French will never forgive us.” Britain made its decision in 1914
on strategic grounds, but the moral pull of the Entente did have a real impact.

Another reason why it is misleading to focus exclusively on the hard compo-
nents of power is that the instruments of power in one political, geographical or
strategic context do not necessarily work in another. The Boer War (1899-1902)
provides a telling example. Britain, the world’s greatest seapower, with over-
whelming military, financial and industrial resources at its disposal, found itself
humiliated when two tiny and backward Afrikaner republics resisted British
annexation. Two years of brutal and bitter guerrilla warfare exacted a dispro-
portionate toll on the British, who finally achieved their victory in 1902.
Battleships, factories, manpower and money, the assets of a global giant, deterred
the other Great Powers from directly assisting the Boers, but could not be converted
into a swift victory over a small yet determined guerrilla army in southern Africa.
Nevertheless, this ability to resist did not make the Boers more powerful than the
British even for a short time. The Boer War (like the American war in Vietnam
decades later) only underscored the limits of the instruments of power when moved
from one context to another. Depending on the international situation, Britain’s
overseas empire, the source of British prestige and strength, could also be a source
of weakness. For much of the nineteenth century, British maritime supremacy
made the empire invulnerable, but by the turn of the century the upsurge in
overseas expansion and naval building, combined with Britain’s lack of European
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allies, left parts of the empire vulnerable to encroachments, especially by France
and Russia. Britain’s alliance with Japan and the ententes with France and Russia
were thus a political response to an increasingly threatening global environment.

Naturally, what preoccupied statesmen most of all was how to exercise power
in the European states system. Since there was no common sovereignty — that is,
one great monarch or one coercive government to decide things — states had to
influence the behaviour of other states. In this anarchy of states, war (state-led
violence for political purposes) was the ultimate means by which states imposed
their will or defended their independence, but war among the Great Powers had
never been constant. Indeed, one scholar called the states system the ‘anarchical
society’ because war and the pursuit of order through co-operation have both been
constant facts of international life. The cost of general war forced statesmen to
turn to methods of achieving political goals through consensus building and
mutual security rather than war. This was, for instance, the chief consequence of
the Napoleonic Wars. Tactically superior and zealously patriotic revolutionary
armies had marched from one decisive victory to another to install French
imperialism and Napoleon as Europe’s common sovereign. Lessons were learned.
A letter from the British prime minister to the Russian tsar in 1805 captures the
essence of the consensus or system-building drive that Bonapartist ambitions had
inspired. The wartime allies, he wrote, should found the peace on ‘a general
Agreement and Guarantee for the mutual protection and security of different
Powers, and for re-establishing a General system of Public Law in Europe’. What
emerged after 1815 was a system of collective Great Power supremacy and security
designed to contain international violence and to prevent another hegemonic
threat — the so-called Concert of Europe.

To understand why this Concert broke down in the twentieth century requires
an insight into why it worked in the first place, and continued to do so despite
the 1848 revolutions and mid-century wars. Historians disagree, but the typical
answer is that after Napoleon’s defeat the balance of power was restored. The
balance metaphor suggests a self-adjusting alliance mechanism: when any one
state gains inordinate power and drives towards supremacy, the others close ranks
to form a blocking coalition, thus restoring the equilibrium. According to this
view, the wars of 1914-45 can be explained as two failed bids by Germany to
impose its mastery over Europe. To be sure, the web of roughly counteracting
military capabilities helped to check national ambitions, but the balance of power
should be viewed not solely as a system of mutual military deterrence, but also as
one of co-operation. The Vienna settlement was founded on a series of inter-
locking treaties binding the Great Powers into a co-operative balance, expressed
in a set of rules or customary law, designed to safeguard Great Power rights
(security and independence) and to regulate changes in the European order. Co-
operation made for containment. The makers of the Vienna settlement had not
lost sight of the fact that France still possessed the raw resources to play a
fundamental role. French participation in the inner circle after 1818 signalled its
place among the Great Powers. Inclusion carried with it rights and responsibilities:
the right to participate in the management of the system and the responsibility to
manage it well. Although later governments voiced pretensions of Napoleonic
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grandeur, France, like the other Powers, became contained within and, for the
most part, content with the European balance.

Despite mid-century setbacks, the system lasted because it satisfied the vital
interests of the only states with the potential capacity to upset it — the Great
Powers. The treaties in the main were upheld, and the Powers co-operated among
themselves to make adjustments and distribute compensation at ad hoc con-
ferences or congresses. Crucially, states did not view their own security as requiring
the elimination of another Great Power or the end of the balance as a whole.
Moderate aims were pursued with a willingness to work with others to achieve
them. Statesmen understood that overly ambitious goals at the expense of the
other Great Powers or of the status quo would be regarded as a breach of
the ‘Public Law in Europe’ and thus might provoke a self-defeating backlash.
Yet the rules were not followed because of mutual deterrence alone. Adherence
brought concrete and lasting benefits: security, status and control.

Otto von Bismarck’s policy of a rapid revolution in the international status quo
followed by renewed co-operation illustrates this point. German unification was
completed by cunning diplomacy and Prussian military efficiency in wars against
Austria in 1866 and France in 1870. Rather than allow the upheaval caused by
these wars to destroy the Concert, the German chancellor took the lead after 1871
in rebuilding co-operation in order to safeguard the newly unified Germany. At
the Congress of Berlin in 1878, the Great Powers compelled Russia to moderate
its excessive claims against the Turks after the 1877 Russo-Turkish war. At the
Betlin conference of 1884-85, rules designed to isolate Europe from Great Power
rivalry over the partition of Africa were agreed. Thus while much changed after
1815, Concert diplomacy remained ‘a habit of mind’ and statesmen and diplo-
mats continued to pursue their national interests and short-term gains without
deliberately jeopardizing long-range stability. These generalizations, admittedly
more true of 1815-48 than 1871-1900, require qualification and explanation
beyond the space available. What should be stressed is that the international
system (and peace) endured because the Great Powers had far more to gain by
upholding it than by destroying it.

Broadly, what had changed by 1900? The rapid pace of modernization after
1870 is most striking. Modernization flowed as a consequence of the scientific,
French and industrial revolutions, characterized by rationalization, secularization,
urbanization and industrialization. Political, social and economic life moved from
the control of a narrow elite to become subject to wider influences; the movement
of people from rural areas to large urban, industrial communities structured along
class lines promoted a rise in population; and mechanized production displaced
the primacy of agriculture. One estimate that exemplifies this change holds that
the value of international trade over the period from 1800 to 1913 may have risen
from one-thirtieth to one-third of world production. Modernization wore away
old institutions and the fabric of traditional social, cultural and economic life.
At the political level, publics began to exert influence through parliaments,
political parties, pressure groups and the press. Elites everywhere struggled to
moderate calls for changes at home, and the most outspoken groups called for
expansion abroad. This political tension must be set against the background of a
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much wider intellectual revolt: Nietzsche declared God dead, Darwin proved
Genesis a myth, Freud unearthed the subconscious and Einstein swept away
traditional thinking about time and space. Uncertainty, disorientation and the
myth of a decaying civilization rushing towards disaster also expressed itself in
the arts. Technology at the same time inflated the destructiveness and speed of
modern warfare. Mass armies could be transported by rail to deliver knockout
blows. Mobilization required general staffs and detailed plans. War plans and the
arms race altered the character of foreign policy: the instinct or habit for co-
operation and moderation gave way to fear and excess. In the minds of statesmen,
dark images of the future military balance mixed with unease about whether the
states system would continue to grant safety, status, influence and, indeed, even
survival, to all the Great Powers for much longer.

However, caution is required when applying terms such as modernization. Its
impact should not be exaggerated. After all, in 1900 two-thirds of Europe’s
inhabitants were still peasants. Old practices and methods always co-existed
alongside emerging modern ones. Armies mobilized by railway but marched to
move beyond the railhead and used horses to draw artillery and supplies.
Modernization was uneven: north-west Europe modernized faster than the south
and east. Some considered it a liberating and progressive force, while others
despaired at the loss of traditional cultural and social practices. Most important
of all, the term ‘modernization’ is only the historian’s shorthand for a complex
process of change, not an independent force in history.

Moreover, the relationship between modernization and international relations
is ambiguous. At the turn of the century, many believed that it worked to inhibit
Great Power conflicts. Ivan Bloch wrote in War in the Future (1898) that the
destructiveness of modern weapons made their use pointless, while Norman Angell
argued in The Great Illusion (1910) that the ever-closer integration of advanced
trading economies rendered war futile. In the same year that Bloch’s book appeared,
diplomats gathered for the first Hague Peace Conference to consider disarmament
and to promote the judicial arbitration of international disputes. In 1907, the
second Hague Conference drafted rules to limit the horrors of modern warfare.
Seven years later, war came. In retrospect, modernization explains the scale,
intensity and cost of the fighting in 191418, but 7o why war broke out in the
first place. To answer that question, we need to turn to the factor of causation.

The long-term causes of the First World War

The study of international history is dominated by controversies surrounding the
causes of great wars. Many explanations have been offered. Some assert that great
wars arise from economic and imperial rivalry. Others hold that world wars
coincide with inevitable shifts in the distribution of international power. Still
others look to miscalculation, misperception, accident, fear or simply the lust for
conquest. Whatever approach they may select, scholars often examine the
interaction between two sets of causes: long-term causes (or conditions) which
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made a war probable and the immediate causes and decisions which #riggered a
particular war at a particular moment. What follows is divided between a
discussion of some long-term causes and then a look at how events moved to spark
war in the summer of 1914.

One important condition was the system of Great Power alliances and
alignments. Overly rigid alliances prevented the ‘proper’ functioning of the
balance of power, so the usual argument goes, and ensured that what might have
been an isolated crisis in the Balkans became a general war. Certainly, from 1900
onwards, Europe was increasingly split into two coalitions: Germany and Austria-
Hungary (the Central Powers) were bound by the 1879 Dual Alliance to support
cach other ‘with the whole strength of their empires” if Russia attacked, and Italy
joined in 1882 to form the Triple Alliance; France and Russia closed ranks in
1891-94 to counter the German—Austrian alliance, and Britain settled its imperial
disputes with France in 1904 and with Russia in 1907. However, it is easy to
exaggerate the point, for these alliances remained flexible enough to permit the
Powers to withhold diplomatic and military support in order to exert a restraining
influence on a partner, especially, as was so often the case, if no common interests
were at stake. Britain remained the least committed. Italy remained neutral in
1914 and went to war on the side of the Entente Powers in 1915. Up until
191213, Berlin withheld its support for Austria in the Balkans and advised
caution.

The real importance of the alliance system was the way in which the alliances
and alignments were transformed into something very different from what their
makers had intended. Bismarck’s Dual Alliance was intended to stabilize the
European status quo. It handed him a lever over Austrian policy, especially vis-a-
vis the South Slavs. In 1887 he persuaded Russia to sign a ‘Reinsurance Treaty’
with Germany in order to prevent a hostile Franco-Russian combination emerg-
ing. Iraly was likewise drawn in so as to prevent it from aligning with France.
BismarcK’s successors failed to renew the Russian treaty in 1890, but the resulting
Franco-Russian alliance of 1894 was one of reszraint rather than aggression: St
Petersburg would not back a French war to recover the provinces lost to Germany
in 1871 (Alsace and Lorraine), and Paris would not support Russia in Central or
East Asia against Britain. The alliance did give Russia more freedom of action in
the Balkans, but from 1897 to 1908 St Petersburg and Vienna agreed not to
challenge each other’s interests in the region. However, the original stabilizing
character of these alliances eroded. The turning point came in 1904-05: Britain
settled its overseas quarrels with France and Russia by concluding ententes, while
Germany became increasingly isolated. From 1905 onwards, Great Power
statesmen found that they could no longer afford the risk of restraining allies for
fear of undermining alliances — as the Great Powers increasingly looked to violent
solutions to security problems, allies became more important.

Germany’s fear of isolation was only partly responsible for this transformation.
With the 1904 Entente Cordiale, Paris dropped its claims on Egypt, and London
offered support to the plans of the French foreign minister, Théophile Delcassé,
to extend French domination in Morocco. Twice —in 1905 and again in 1911 (the
Agadir crisis) — clumsy German efforts to frustrate French ambitions and divide
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the British from the French pulled the Entente tighter. Equally, if not more
important, than the clumsy German diplomacy over Morocco was the retreat of
the Ottoman Empire from 1908 onwards. Russia saw Ottoman decline as an
opportunity to assert its traditional role as protector of the Balkan Slavs in order
to secure more influence over the Black Sea Straits and Constantinople, while
Austria-Hungary feared that the consequence of Ottoman decline and Serb
expansion would be the dissolution of its own multinational empire. Moreover,
German statesmen could not afford to lose their principal ally, and therefore
Austria’s Balkan problem became Germany’s as well. Similarly, since the Russian
alliance was central to French security and hopes of regaining Alsace-Lorraine,
France had little choice but to close ranks with Russia.

The transformation of the alliances after 1905 is also connected to another
important condition leading to war in 1914: the arms race. These words usually
conjure up an image of the tit-for-tat battleship building of the Anglo-German
rivalry. Indeed, the rise of ‘military-industrial complexes’, and the stirring up of
popular agitation for more warships, exemplifies much about the military buildup
generally. The German challenge was the brainchild of Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz,
who became state secretary for the navy in 1897. Tirpitz's plan revolved around
building a ‘risk fleet’. This was one so large that even if the British attacked and
won, German ships would inflict enough damage to leave Britain and its empire
vulnerable to the other Powers. By threatening London with a ‘risk fleet’, so Tirpitz
believed, German statesmen could force the British into an alliance or at least
compel them to cut a favourable deal on overseas issues. The German Naval Laws
of 1898 and 1900 authorized ship construction at a rate that would over twenty
years reach the required 2:3 ratio. But Tirpitz’s thinking was flawed, for it assumed
that Britain would do nothing to frustrate his plan. However, the British simply
out-spent and out-built the Germans. In 1905-06, the First Sea Lord, Admiral
Sir John Fisher, introduced the first all-big-gun battleship, the Dreadnought, and
another faster class of all-big-gun vessel, the battle-cruiser. These technical
innovations forced the Germans to reply in kind. In 1908 Tirpitz increased the
rate of expansion with another Naval Law, but the British, determined to keep
ahead at every stage, replied in 1909 by laying down twice as many dreadnoughts.
By 1912, it was clear that Tirpitz had failed, and London and Berlin began to
search for agreement. Although not a direct cause of the war, the normal arms
race, along with the Moroccan crises, helped to turn British political opinion
against Germany and led Britain to consider whether it ought to land an army on
the continent to assist France in the event of war.

The developing arms race on the continent between the Franco-Russian and
German—Austrian blocs was much more significant. The reasons for this are more
political than technological. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, weapons
innovations — quick-firing artillery, machine-guns and repeating rifles — were the
cutting edge of the ‘new imperialism’ abroad. In Europe, the first decade of the
new century saw slow change as armies integrated these new weapons into their
existing force structures. German spending focused on naval rather than land
armaments. More crucially, Russia’s military and political collapse in 190405 left
Germany in a position to overawe France, and Austria-Hungary relatively secure
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in the Balkans. After the 1908-09 crisis in the Balkans, with substantial financial
assistance from France, Russia’s remarkable economic recovery upset the military
equilibrium. Not only did spending on arms increase, but also steps were taken
to restructure the army radically and to improve the rail network for faster and
more efficient mobilization. St Petersburg did not launch these initiatives in order
to menace Berlin and Vienna, but in both capitals the image of a more powerful
Russia generated unease.

In 1912-13, war in the Balkans accelerated the arms race. A complex
action—reaction cycle of arms programmes set in. In Germany, naval spending was
cut. The Army Law of May 1913 increased the army’s peacetime strength
(515,000 to 544,000) and more artillery and machine-gun units were raised. The
Austrians followed suit, but the growing threat from Serbia meant that a large
proportion of the army would be pointed southwards, limiting Vienna’s capacity
to assist Germany against Russia. Indeed, the Germans put forward the 1913
Army Law to make up for the weakness of Austria-Hungary and the ground lost
to the Franco-Russian bloc. Foreign observers saw something different. They
concluded that the German increase in peacetime army strength was designed to
enhance German striking power. News of the German buildup paved the way
for a French reply. In August 1913, the French National Assembly extended
compulsory military service from two to three years (initiating a change from
545,000 to 690,000 men) and authorized more arms spending. The following
year, the French (who needed Russia to mobilize faster in order to threaten
Germany with ready forces on two fronts) offered a 2,500 million franc loan to
St Petersburg to build 5,000 kilometres of strategic railways by 1918. Russia’s 1.5
billion rouble ‘Great Programme’ of 1913, which Tsar Nicholas II regarded as a
necessary step to prepare for the ‘unavoidable’ war with Germany and Austria-
Hungary, was the most striking measure. By 1918, the peacetime strength of the
army was to be increased to 800,000 and armed with impressive quantities of
artillery and machine-guns. Worse still for Berlin, the Russians did not feel any
financial strain. Paradoxically, Germany — an economic powerhouse — was in
danger of being out-spent. The problem was political rather than economic, for
it was due to the fact that the German leadership found it nearly impossible to
persuade the Reichstag to raise sufficient revenue. The implication for Berlin and
Vienna was clear: the Central Powers could not win an arms race against the
Franco-Russian bloc.

The destabilizing influence of the continental race and the general trend
towards violent solutions to security problems become apparent when placed in
the context of war plans. Before 1910, all general staffs drew up war plans, but
only Germany, with the notorious Schlieffen Plan, intended to go on the offensive
at the outbreak of war. After 1910, France, Russia and Austria all considered attack
to be the best form of defence: the Austrians planned to smash Serbia; the French
to launch an offensive into the lost provinces of Alsace-Lorraine and the Russians
likewise into East Prussia. Historians have concluded that this pre-1914 ‘cult of
the offensive’ was based on the apparent lessons of Bismarck’s wars of unification,
when, exploiting the potential of railways and telegraphs to mobilize a large
conscript army swiftly, the Prussian general staff had executed a series of crushing
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blows against Austria and France. Stunned by this exercise in military-political
finesse, all Powers soon followed the Prussian example by adopting conscription
and setting up planning staffs. By doing so, they ensured that the earlier Prussian
successes could not be repeated. Moreover, as the industrial killing of 1914-18
would show, the development of magazine-feed rifles, quick-firing artillery, the
machine-gun and barbed wire now handed the advantage from the attacker to
the defender. Few saw this change coming. Before the war, most informed
observers believed that armies could obtain quick victory and decisive outcomes.
This ‘short war illusion’ bred aggressive foreign policies, brinkmanship and a sense
of premonition at all levels — war was coming and the sooner the better.

Even if the trend towards offensive plans was a general one, the influence of
the Schlieffen Plan remains fundamental to understanding how war came. The
plan, inspired by Alfred von Schlieffen, the chief of the German general staff from
1891 to 1906, and adopted by his successor, General Helmuth von Moltke,
provided Germany with a military solution to the problem of war on two fronts.
The main body of the army would plunge through neutral Belgium to deliver a
series of blows against the French, while Germany’s eastern frontier remained on
the defensive to meet the more slowly mobilizing Russians: with France defeated,
the combined German and Austro-Hungarian forces would then concentrate in
the east to deal with Russia. Success depended on two premises: a healthy military
superiority over France and Russia mobilizing slowly. The development of the
inter-bloc arms race undermined these two premises. The Russian economic and
military recovery and the diversion of Austrian forces to the Balkans meant it was
very risky to leave the eastern frontier exposed. Improvements to the French and
Belgian armies called into question the feasibility of a western knockout blow. By
1913-14, the combination of the French Three-Year Law, the Russian Great
Programme and the Franco-Russian railway agreement cast a shadow over the
German war plan. Moltke modified it to account for greater resistance in the west
and faster Russian mobilization. Nonetheless, the long-term trend was clear: the
German—Austrian bloc would lose the continental arms race and the Schlieffen
Plan would be rendered unworkable in a matter of three years. In 1914, this
approaching military inferiority generated a powerful incentive in the minds of
German decision-makers to strike pre-emptively.

The Schlieffen Plan therefore strengthens the case for historians who wish to
place the burden of responsibility for war on Berlin. They also add to this case the
consequences of Germany’s world policy (Weltpolitik). There is some substance
here. Weltpolitik raised suspicion and hostility abroad: what Germany saw as
‘encirclement’ by the Entente Powers was in reality partly of its own making.
Weltpolitik emerged in the 1890s as a result of Germany’s deep unease about its
future place among the Powers. Before Weltpolitik, Bismarck had rejected colonies
on the grounds that German interests lay in upholding the European status quo.
The men who replaced him, especially the new emperor, Wilhelm 11, feared that
Germany would sink into second-class status unless it acquired a great overseas
empire like Britain. Enthusiasm for overseas expansion fed that for naval building.
The emperor, convinced by the equation that navies equal empires — he had read
Mahan’s celebrated The Influence of Seapower on History (1890) — embraced
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Tirpitz’s ‘risk fleet’ strategy: to acquire an empire, Germany had to compel Britain
to conciliate or give way. Imperialism through naval coercion failed spectacularly.
Germany’s gains in south-west Africa and the Pacific were small and economically
burdensome. The German leadership had defined the goals of Welipolizik only
vaguely and pursued them in an erratic way. Historians put this down to the
volatile personality of Wilhelm II and the ineptitude of his ministers. In reality,
Germany simply could not make real advances abroad without plunging the
whole European states system into conflict — in other words, not without
jeopardizing German security.

Certainly, once war had broken out in Europe for reasons ozher than Weltpolitik,
the pent-up aspirations for world power would come to the surface in German war
aims — but only affer the European states system had collapsed. If Berlin had really
been bent on world power at all costs, then 1905 — when Russia was reeling from
humiliation in Asia and Germany had military superiority over France — was the
year to act. This course of action, proposed by Schlieffen in May that year, was
rejected by Wilhelm II. To be sure, there are good reasons for focusing on Betlin,
but this can be misleading. Weltpolitik was an expression of a much wider trend:
‘to remain a great nation or to become one,” as one French statesmen put it, ‘you
must colonize.” France, Britain and Russia had been the winners of nineteenth-
century expansion; Germany and Italy were latecomers scrambling to catch up.
Indeed, the only link between imperialist rivalries and the coming of war can be
found in the way in which the Europeans greeted the decline of the Ottoman
Empire as an opportunity to be exploited rather than as a threat to Balkan, and
therefore European, stability. More broadly, the significance of European imperial-
ism before 1914 lies in the way in which the neo-Darwinian impulses which drove
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the scramble for colonial expansion poisoned the European states system with the
same struggle-or-die logic of excessive competition and inevitable war.

The same line can be taken with the view that German foreign policy was
determined by domestic politics. This school sees Weltpolitik as manipulation. It
was a cause around which Wilhelm II and his advisers hoped to rally the middle
and industrial working classes behind the autocracy. Confronted by steadily rising
socialism — the Social Democratic Party had won a landslide victory in the 1912
elections — German conservatives sought war in 1914 to stave off domestic political
change. Once again, there is some substance here. In 1898, Chancellor Biilow
justified Weltpolitik in these terms: “We must unswervingly wrestle the souls of our
workers; [we] must try to regain the sympathies of the Social Democrat workers
for the state and the monarchy.” Nonetheless, while domestic politics may help to
explain Weltpolitik, historians now agree that domestic factors did 7oz play a crucial
role in 1914. Moreover, comparative history shows that the German situation was
not unique. On the eve of war, all the Powers had to cope with internal pressures
and relate them to external circumstances. Austria-Hungary is the most telling
case: aggressive action against Serbia, it was thought, would arrest the nationalist
forces pulling the empire apart. In Russia, military defeat at the hands of the
Japanese in 190405 had resulted in revolution and concessions to the Duma
(parliament). Nicholas II and his advisers were therefore apprehensive, fearing that
another humiliation abroad, especially in the Balkans, might shatter the tsarist
regime, while a great victory in support of the South Slavs might strengthen it.
France and Britain, the two liberal parliamentary Powers, also were not immune
to political turmoil and industrial unrest. In 1914, the British prime minister,
H.H. Asquith, feared civil war in Ireland over Home Rule more than a European
conflict. Generally speaking, across Europe, the Powers had to contend with the
social and political challenges arising from modernization. The most that can be
concluded from this is that internal factors played a background role in 1914.

From one crisis to the next, 1905-13

Making judgements about the connection between long-term causes, which made
war probable, and the immediate events and decisions, which #riggered war,
presents historians with complex problems. Some maintain that the broad factors
determined events. “Things have got out of control’, wrote the German chancellor
in July 1914, ‘and the stone has begun to roll.” Recent scholarship, however, tends
to reject theories of inadvertent war or ‘war by timetable’. Statesmen in fact
understood the potentially cataclysmic consequences of their decisions. In 1914
they deliberately cast aside the habits of nineteenth-century diplomacy. In parti-
cular, faith in the European Concert eroded over the period 1905-14. It is in this
process of erosion that the connection between conditions and triggers is made.
The breakdown of peace, as David Stevenson has argued, must be seen as a
‘cumulative’ process, in which the Great Powers steadily rejected co-operation and
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moderation in the pursuit of national interests and turned towards armed
diplomacy and violent solutions to their security problems.

In examining the period from 1905 to 1914, one must focus on how the Great
Powers responded diplomatically and militarily, and what consequences flowed
from one crisis to the next. Significantly, the Moroccan crisis of 1905-06 was the
first militarized confrontation between the Powers since the 1880s. Britain,
Belgium and France made defensive preparations — the French reinforced units,
trained reservists and procured arms — to signal their determination. Germany
only took similar limited steps late in the crisis. Despite these moves, neither side
desired war. The French knew that they were weak and did not wish to provoke
the Germans, and Delcassé, the foreign minister, who alone advocated firmness,
was forced to resign from the cabinet. Biilow, the German chancellor, alive to the
danger of escalation, had no intention of risking a European war over African
concessions. Accordingly, the Powers turned to conference diplomacy at Algeciras
in January 1906 to end the dispute. At Algeciras, close Anglo-French collaboration
forced Berlin to accept a diplomatic defeat. This not only confirmed Berlin’s
isolation — only Austria-Hungary offered support — but more importantly France
and Britain strengthened the Entente with secret military staff calks.

In the next three crises — Bosnia in 1908-09, Morocco in 1911 and the Balkans
in 1912-13 — the destabilizing trend of armed diplomacy continued. The first
resulted from an attempt by the new government in Turkey, led by a group of
officers known as the Young Turks, to assert sovereignty over the province of
Bosnia-Herzegovina. At the Congress of Berlin in 1878, the Great Powers had
agreed that the province should formally remain part of the Ottoman Empire
but that Austria-Hungary should occupy and administer it. Vienna therefore
reacted to the assertive policies of the Young Turks by annexing the province.
The Austrian foreign minister, Alois Leza von Achrenthal, hoped that this could
be done peacefully. To his surprise, Serbia and Montenegro mobilized to object
to the annexation of fellow Slavs among Bosnia’s population, forcing the Austrians
to mobilize in their turn. The Russians proposed a Great Power conference to
deal with the annexation. After all Austria had challenged the authority of the
European Concert by unilaterally overturning the decisions of the Congress
of Berlin. However, armed diplomacy won the day. Germany stood beside
Austria with a veiled threat of force. Of course, Biilow knew that the threat could
be made safely. The Russians were too weak to intervene and made this clear.
Russia and Serbia gave way. The crisis ended peacefully but not without serious
consequences. Armed diplomacy had worked. The machinery of Great Power
management had been sidelined. Accordingly, once it had the benefit of its mili-
tary reforms in place, Russia resolved to show firmness next time. Meanwhile,
in Berlin, it was clear that without support Austria-Hungary could not hold its
position in the Balkans for long.

The second Moroccan crisis outwardly followed the pattern of the first. France
moved to consolidate its claims in North Africa and Germany challenged it by
sending the gunboat Panther to Morocco. In fact, the crisis took the inter-bloc
confrontation a stage further, partly owing to blundering German diplomacy.
Although France had acted in violation of the Algeciras agreement, Germany
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failed to communicate its limited goals. At one point, the German foreign minister
claimed the entire French Congo in compensation for its control of Morocco. As
a result, the Entente Powers closed ranks. Unlike in 1905-06, however, the two
alliance blocs were now more evenly matched in armaments, and the Entente took
yet more extensive, though still defensive, military measures in a display of
determination. London, alarmed that it had lost track of the German fleet for a
time, brought the Royal Navy to a high state of alert. German restraint again made
for a peaceful outcome: the Germans avoided provocative military moves and
accepted an unfavourable compromise. The legacy of the crisis was more
important than the outcome. Germany, now perceived to be the chief antagonist
by officials in London, was once again isolated by Entente firmness. Another
victory for armed diplomacy reinforced the trend to security through milicary
strength. Faced with what they perceived to be Entente ‘encirclement’, German
decision-makers were now determined to swing the military balance back in
Germany’s favour.

The next stage in the breakdown of peace contributed greatly to the atmos-
phere of near-permanent crisis. The Franco-Russian response to the 1913 German
Army Law convinced German decision-makers that they could not win the arms
race. As the Bosnian crisis had shown, Austria-Hungary — Germany’s principal
ally — needed Germany in a contest with Russia. Since 1897, co-operation
between Vienna and St Petersburg had helped to keep the Balkans ‘on ice’. After
1909, the Russians were no longer content to do so. Confident in the French
alliance and its own growing strength, Russia helped to form a league of Balkan
states (Serbia, Bulgaria, Montenegro and Greece) to promote its interests when
the time was right. However, much to St Petersburg’s chagrin, the small Powers
took the initiative. In the winter of 1912-13, with the Ottoman Empire still
reeling from Italy’s successful attack in 1911, the Balkan League went on the
offensive and succeeded in driving the Turks back to the Bosphorus in the First
Balkan War of October 1912 to May 1913. The defeat of one of the region’s two
multinational empires placed a question mark beside the viability of the other.
The Balkan League partners later fought among themselves over the spoils in the
Second Balkan War of June—July 1913, and Serbia made additional territorial
gains and drove westward to the Adriatic Sea. Austria-Hungary in reply increased
its troop strength and demanded a halt to Serbian expansion. Germany promised
support. Russia backed the Serbs. Britain announced that it would assist France.
And France backed Russia. In the end, though, the Great Powers steered away
from war. The ambassadors of the Great Powers met in London and hammered
out a joint solution. Outwardly, the Concert had worked successfully once again.

However, the formalities of Great Power co-operation did not add up to much
when set against the consequences of the Balkan wars. The crisis in the Balkans
had sparked unprecedented levels of militarization and, moreover, tipped the
strategic balance against Germany and Austria-Hungary, for Vienna’s south-eastern
enemies were now becoming more powerful just as Russia entered the game of
armed diplomacy. In contrast to 1909, when the Russians had been forced to
acquiesce, they had now flexed their muscles with a display of menacing military
activity. Britain and France had also prepared for war. Germany had neither pressed
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Austria to back down, nor taken threatening measures. His behaviour would
change in 1914, but during this crisis Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, the
German chancellor, had resisted pressure from his soldiers to act. Indeed, when
Serbia had defied Vienna’s warnings against the capture of an outlet to the Adriatic,
and in response to Britain’s warning about a German attack on France, the German
military leadership had assembled in the absence of the chancellor for the so-called
“War Council’ of 8 December 1912. Wilhelm had favoured an Austrian war with
Serbia. Moltke had agreed and pointed out that a European war was inevitable and
‘the sooner the better’. The German historian Fritz Fischer has portrayed the
meeting as a German decision to delay aggression until 1914. The judgement of
one participant is closer to the mark: the result was ‘pretty much nil’. As an
indication of the changing mood in Berlin, though, Moltke’s words tell us much.
The mood in Vienna, now utterly disillusioned with the Great Power co-operation,
was not much better. Furthermore, although the Conference of Ambassadors
agreed to set up an Albanian state as a barrier to Serb expansion, Serbia had still
doubled in size in two years and only complied with the London decisions when
Vienna threatened force. In sum, this last gasp of the Concert and Great Power
management succeeded only in containing the Balkan wars, not the general crisis
in the states system. Viewed from Berlin and Vienna, the future no longer promised
co-operation and moderation, but increasing isolation and inferiority. Instead of
guaranteeing the security and independence of all the Great Powers, which had
been the bedrock of nineteenth-century international stability, the system now
appeared to be jeopardizing the survival of the Central Powers.

1914: decisions for war

The series of decisions leading to the outbreak of war in the summer of 1914 was
triggered by the murders of the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife
in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, on 28 June 1914. To understand why, we must
describe how another Balkan crisis became connected with the general crisis in
the states system. Although the terrorists who carried out the murder had been
aided by Serbian intelligence without the sanction of the Serbian prime minister,
Belgrade’s lack of direct responsibility counted for little in Vienna, for the
assassinations provided the opportunity for the violent solution to the South Slav
problem that Austro-Hungarian officials now craved. On 23 July Vienna issued an
ultimatum. Serbia accepted all but one of the ultimatum’s demands, but this
did not make any difference to Austrian thinking. “The Monarch must take an
energetic decision to show its power of survival’, the Hungarian premier remarked,
‘and to put an end to intolerable conditions in the south-east.” Austria declared
war on 28 July. The decision was a reckless leap into the dark since no one in Vienna
could have overlooked that war with Serbia was war with Russia. The decision
originated from desperation in the face of irreversible decline, but, in retrospect,
there is every reason to conclude that Vienna would not have been so reckless had
Berlin not issued the so-called ‘blank cheque’ in support of Austria’s Balkan war.
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The ‘blank cheque” was issued by Bethmann Hollweg on 6 July. Many of the
long-term causes of war set out above converge here. The European alliance system
had solidified into two blocs. German efforts to break up the Entente had only
resulted in further isolation. Austria-Hungary, Germany’s principal ally, might
abandon it or, worse, crumble without German backing. The Franco-Russian
armaments programmes, combined with Russia’s willingness to flex its muscles,
meant that the Central Powers would come under the shadow of Entente power.
It was against this background that in Berlin military and civilian opinion agreed
on the ‘blank cheque’. A limited war in the Balkans would crush Serbia, humiliate
Russia and perhaps even break up the Enzente, which was a gross misjudgement
of the Russian commitment to Belgrade. The next step was an easy one. If a
European war came as the result of a local one, so went the reasoning in Berlin,
then this would be the time to fight. The barriers to running such a calculated
risk had long since been worn away. At the prompting of Wilhelm II, Bethmann
Hollweg made at the end of July a half-hearted attempt to restrain Austria. By
this stage, Russia’s military preparations had reached alarming proportions.
Intelligence also reported French and Belgian war preparations. Time was running
out for a successful execution of the Schlieffen Plan. Berlin issued warnings to St
Petersburg and Paris and then ultimatums on 31 July, neither of which was
accepted. The German war plan continued to move ahead.

The Austro-Serbian war confronted Nicholas II and his advisers with a stark
choice on 24 July. As the Russian foreign minister, Sergei Sazonov, put it, if Russia
did nothing except protest, then its influence in the Balkans would ‘collapse
utterly’. The alternative was to act. The lessons of 1908-09 and 1912-13 made
pressure to do so immense. Diplomatic avenues would be explored, but mobil-
ization preparations were planned for 26 July. Over the next four days, as the crisis
escalated, decisions were taken to order first partial and then full mobilization.
Russian mobilization cut across Berlin’s calculation that the Austro-Serbian war
could be localized and so triggered activation of the Schlieffen Plan. The warning
from Berlin on 29 July had little impact in St Petersburg, where war was now
thought to be unavoidable. Once again confidence in the French alliance and
Russia’s strength combined to propel Russia’s leaders forward. By coincidence, the
French president, Raymond Poincaré, and René Viviani, the prime minister,
were on a return voyage by sea from a state visit to St Petersburg early in the crisis
and, consequently, out of contact with Paris. Regardless, the French ambassador,
Maurice Paléologue, spoke unequivocally: ‘France would not only give Russia
strong diplomatic support,” he told Sazonov, ‘but would, if necessary, fulfil all
the obligations imposed on her by the alliance.” Perhaps if France had advised
restraint, Russia might not have acted alone. Yet such a course would have
destroyed the cornerstone of French security — the Franco-Russian alliance.

Once the German plan went into operation on 1 August, war between four of
the Great Powers was certain, and two now had to choose. Italy, financially weak,
vulnerable to blockade and fearful of domination by a victorious German—Austro-
Hungarian bloc, opted for neutrality first and then joined with the Enzente Powers
in 1915. Britain was less committed by treaty than Italy. Certainly Britain was a
signatory to the 1839 Treaty of London that guaranteed Belgium’s independence
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— not to mention the ententes of 1904 and 1907. However, the ententes and the
staff talks with the French did not add up to military alliances. The British cabinet
had decided that any decision to help Belgium had to be ‘rather one of policy than
legal obligation’. The Germans were optimistic and on 29 July Bethmann Hollweg
offered the British a promise not to annex Belgian territory in exchange for
neutrality. As late as 1 August the British had no plans to land an army in France;
rather, the latest storm over Irish Home Rule preoccupied London.

German optimism proved to be wishful thinking. On 2 August, the cabinet
resolved to defend the French coast and fleet and to protect Belgium against a
‘substantial” violation of its neutrality. The German invasion of Belgium followed
and Britain declared war on 4 August. Unquestionably the invasion tipped the
scales in the cabinet. Safeguarding Belgium and Holland from the control of a
hostile power had been a strategic interest for centuries. Equally important was
the legacy of the Anglo-German naval antagonism. The German violation
persuaded liberals who saw upholding the rights of small nations and the rule of
law against aggressors as a moral duty. Germany was believed to be set on conquest
of Napoleonic proportions. Britain’s own safety would be jeopardized if Germany
won. Yet containing Germany was not Britain’s onfy strategic concern in 1914.
What if Britain opted for neutrality and the Franco-Russian alliance won? The
ententes had been intended to secure the British Empire from these two once
hostile Powers, both well positioned to menace it. If they won, Russia and France
would be dominant in Europe and in no way friendly to Britain, which had left
them to face the Central Powers alone.

The triple stalemate

In the summer of 1914, the call to arms was greeted with widespread (though not
universal) enthusiasm and relief. The international Left and pacifists were sidelined.
Despite decades of hostility from the ruling elites, opposition parties united behind
the national war efforts in a show of patriotic solidarity. Few grasped what kind of
war it would be and still fewer could have foreseen its far-reaching consequences.
The Schlieffen Plan, like the other pre-war plans, failed: the ‘short war illusion’
evaporated. Fronts stabilized, east and west. Barbed wire, artillery shells and
machine-guns brought home the brutal realities of trench warfare.

Indeed, the First World War left deep scars in European life precisely because it
became a full-scale four-year struggle between armies, economies and societies.
Without it, the Bolshevik Revolution and the Second World War are unimagin-
able. This is why, having examined how war came, we also need to consider briefly
why it lasted so long. The answers are connected. Each step towards 1914 and each
step afterwards was an ‘incremental’ and ‘sequential’ one. As always, the interplay
between what leaders chose to do and the circumstances in which they confronted
each choice is key to understanding why a return to the pre-war status quo was
impossible. Over time, options narrowed. Every new offensive plan or diplomatic
initiative held out the promise of success. Not only did it become easier to lose
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50,000 soldiers after losing the first 50,000, but the victory required to justify such
sacrifice had to be all the more complete. Until 1917 a triple stalemate reigned:
diplomatically, a compromise peace did not emerge; militarily, decisive break-
through was unrealizable; and, on the home fronts, national solidarity held firm.
The incompatibility of war aims highlights why compromise proved to be
impossible. Given the circumstances of its outbreak, none of the Powers entered
the war with well-defined aims. As they developed afterwards, maximum war aims
illustrated the degree to which the European Concert and moderation in the
pursuit of security had disappeared. In September 1914 Bethmann Hollweg set
out Germany’s aim as ‘security for the German Reich in west and east for all
imaginable time’. This programme included the end of France as an independent
Power and the erection of an economic sphere in Central Europe and Africa.
However, Germany;, like all the Powers, moderated its war aims in order to woo
allies or to drive wedges into the opposing camp. All hoped to win over the Poles
with promises of an independent state of some sort, and territorial pledges of
large areas of Austrian territory were likewise extended by the Entente to Italy,
Romania and Serbia. In Vienna, opinion swung towards eliminating Serbia
altogether, unless a separate peace with Russia could be bought in exchange for
a nominally independent Serbia. Apart from punishing German aggression,
Britain wished to eliminate Germany as a naval and colonial rival, restore Belgium
and expand overseas. France sought the return of Alsace-Lorraine and to cripple
Germany for a generation by exacting indemnities and occupying the left bank
of the Rhine. Russia supported France in the west and sought limited annexa-
tions in the east — including what was required for Poland and an independent
Hanover. Russian officials also toyed with the idea of supporting greater autonomy
for the Czechs, but on the whole the Entente Powers steered away from the
breakup of Austria-Hungary in an effort to draw Vienna away from Berlin.
Against the Ottomans, however, who had entered the war on the side of the
Central Powers in October 1914, no such restraint operated: Russia looked to
acquire the Black Sea Straits and Constantinople, while Britain prized the Persian
Gulf region, Egypt and Palestine, and France likewise eyed Syria and Lebanon.
The drive towards annexations and war aims premised on stripping foes of their
independence and security also helps to explain why, as we shall see in Chapter 2,
no compromise peace emerged until December 1917, when the Bolsheviks signed
an armistice. In the eight months before, Austria-Hungary and Russia, the faltering
members of each coalition, explored the prospects for a compromise, but both
initiatives fell flat for the same reasons: territorial issues and alliance cohesion.
Britain and France could not break the secret pledge to Italy to support its territorial
ambitions against Austria without jeopardizing not only Italian support, but also
that of Serbia, Romania and possibly Russia. Vienna would not break with Berlin,
nor did it have the power to moderate German war aims. After the abdication of
Tsar Nicholas II in March 1917, moreover, both the provisional government and
the revolutionary Petrograd Soviet, the two rival centres of political authority that
succeeded the tsar, sent out peace feelers, but to find a general peace, not a separate
one. Russia continued to adhere to the September 1914 Pact of London that
committed the Entente Powers to refrain from separate peace talks. At the same
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time, Russia did not have the strength or single-mindedness to reshape Allied war
aims to permit a compromise. Finally, unofficial contacts between France, Britain
and Germany initiated by the Vatican peace note of August 1917 also came to
nothing because both sides regarded their core war aims — Alsace-Lorraine and
Belgium — as too important to abandon. Moreover, neither Britain nor France was
willing to cut a deal with the Germans at the other’s expense.

The diplomatic deadlock would not have mattered had one coalition managed
to convert its strength into a decisive military victory, but the preponderance of
defensive fire made such a breakthrough impossible. Tanks, motor transport and
close-support aircraft, married with ‘infiltration tactics’, would restore mobility on
the battlefield by 1939, but once the armies of 1914 marched away from the
railheads, they became bogged down in trench warfare owing to the superiority of
the defence. With offensive ideas running dry, the goal simply became, as General
Ludendorff put it, to last ‘ten minutes longer’ than the enemy. The war thus
resembled a titanic siege between mass armies, societies and economies. Which
Great Power would give in or collapse first? Both sides hoped to manipulate
neutrals and to recruit allies to tip the scales. Turkey and Bulgaria (October 1915)
joined the Central Powers. The Entente assembled a global coalition of twenty-two
states, including Japan and America. Britain and France struck at the Ottomans at
Gallipoli and in the Middle East. The war expanded into Africa and Asia as well.
The Entente blockaded the Central Powers, and the Germans launched a counter-
blockade with U-boats. However, victory was to be found only in Europe, where
the preponderance of men and fire counted. At the outbreak of war, the total
French stockpile of artillery shells was five million. Two years later they were
lobbing this many shells at the Germans per month. By 1918, the figure had
reached ten million per month. Supplying these storms of steel and manning the
trenches required an unprecedented level of state intervention in economic and
social life. Large ministries responsible for the efficient management of munitions,
fuel, labour, transport and food became crucial for survival. Twentieth-century total
war had arrived.

If not militarily or diplomatically, the only other way in which the war could
have come to an early end was by the domestic collapse of one of the Great Powers.
What is striking, especially given pre-war fears about social revolution, is how
resilient even the multinational empires of the east proved to be under the strain
of total war. In both coalitions, the circumstances of 1914 permitted governments
to present the war as a life-and-death struggle of defence in the face of unprovoked
aggression. The domestic political truces of 1914 thus held firm, and the crises
caused by ‘shell shortages’ pulled together strong alliances between business,
labour and government. The capacity of governments to finance a protracted war
by borrowing defied the pre-war assumption that wars would be short because no
state could afford to fight them for very long. Overall, the internal political
situation remained in favour of those committed to victory, and thus sustained
the war. At the top, the real fear of the ruling elites was disappointing the high
(even hyper) state of public expectations. Across Europe, therefore, successive
civilian governments gave way to politicians or (in Germany) generals promising
a decisive outcome — not peace at any price.
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Conclusion

The triple stalemate explains why the war continued for fifty-two months, and
why the decisions of July—August 1914 were so momentous in their consequences.
The men of 1914 must bear a heavy burden of responsibility, even if they could
not foresee what would flow from their individual decisions, and even if at times
their choices appeared to be predestined. As we saw, the choices they made to cross
over the long-established thresholds of Concert diplomacy were deliberate ones,
calculated in the full knowledge that European civilization was on the brink. And
so it was. In addition to the horrific loss of life and wealth, the struggle accelerated
Europe’s decline in world affairs, and initiated the changes that culminated in
Europeans losing the capacity to shape their own affairs. As we shall see in Chapter
2, the turning point arrived in 1917, when pressure for peace became significant
and cracks first began to show. The French armies mutinied and the tsarist regime
fell apart. Though Austria-Hungary and Italy were also on the brink, it was the
Bolshevik take-over that knocked Russia out of the war. Berlin could now seek
victory in the west. The entry of the United States, however, in the short term
probably rescued the Enente from bankruptcy, and in the long term turned the
contest against the Central Powers. The advent of the Russian Revolution and
America’s entry into the fray also brought to the forefront men with fresh ideas
on how to create lasting peace. These ideas would help shape the course of
twentieth-century international relations.

Debating the origins of the First World War

The debate about the outbreak of the First World War is divided between those
who place the burden of responsibility on Germany and those who locate German
policy within a much broader explanation for the breakdown of international
relations. Of the first viewpoint, the case put forward by Fritz Fischer of Hamburg
University in Germany’s Aims in the First World War (London, 1967) is the most
important. Fischer argued that Germany was aggressively expansionist. Its ruling
elite believed that conquest abroad would secure imperial Germany’s autocratic
political and social order at home. For Fischer, German decisions in 1914 were the
culmination of a premeditated ‘grab for world power’ (Griff nach der Weltmacht).
Adversaries of the Fischer thesis attacked the parallels he drew between Bethmann
Hollweg in 1914 and Hitler in 1939. They questioned the primacy he attached
to domestic factors. And, most of all, historians have recently illustrated how
Germany’s ‘calculated risk’ in 1914 sprang from a deteriorating position within a
states system in crisis.
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CHAPTER TWO

The search for
European stability,
1917-29

Introduction

Peace is not merely the absence of war. An end to the fighting does not necessarily
mean that the antagonisms that originally provoked war and the new ones thrown
up by war are resolved. An armistice signifies that an absolute resolution by
force is unnecessary because one belligerent has attained undisputed military
dominance, but translating battlefield verdicts into political settlements is the task
of diplomacy. Bridging the gap between an armistice and peace has proved one of
the greatest challenges of modern statesmanship. There is no ultimate recipe for
peace. Peace may be founded on hegemony and deterrence or it may come with
the formation of a stable security community of states which share common values
and goals. Most stable international systems combine these features.

For much of the nineteenth century, the Concert of Europe resembled the
latter form of peace. The outbreak of the First World War, however, discredited
the ‘old’ diplomatic instruments for maintaining international order: military
alliances, secret treaties and balance-of-power politics. Some concluded that order
needed stronger international laws and a world court to enforce them, while others
demanded an end to the system of international competition and sovereign states
altogether. The radical solution was nothing less than a transformation of old
social, economic and political structures to found a global brotherhood of working
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people. Precisely because the triple deadlock on the military, diplomatic and home
fronts propelled the engine of war forward, and because the Europeans could not
bring the war to a decisive end, the advocates of ‘new diplomacy’ found millions
of ready converts to their cause in 1917. The voices of change came from the
great continental powers, the United States and Russia. After the October 1917
Revolution, Lenin, the leader of the minority revolutionary wing of the Russian
Communist Party known as the Bolsheviks, became the chief proponent of the
revolutionary solution to international anarchy. President Woodrow Wilson
shared with Lenin the conviction that the ill effects of inter-state competition had
to be alleviated. Old diplomacy had been the practice of autocrats and exclusive
ruling elites who suppressed their own peoples as well as minority national groups.
The American president therefore advocated a more open diplomatic system,
based on the rule of law, composed of free and independent nation-states and
guided by the ‘organized moral force of mankind’.

The aim of this chapter is to examine the process of peacemaking and European
reconstruction from the armistice in 1918 to the end of 1929. It considers the
influence of Lenin and especially Wilson on the resolution of the First World War.
Broadly, it attempts to answer the question of why the Paris peace settlement failed
to lay down the foundations for a lasting European peace. Did responsibility rest
on the shoulders of the Paris peacemakers, or with those who later attempted to
operate the European system they created? Why did the Allied coalition that had
won the war in 1918 fall apart so quickly after victory? What does the period from
the French occupation of the Rhineland in 1923 to the Locarno treaties of 1925
tell us about the structural problems associated with peacemaking? Was the
European détente of 1925-29 a tragically brief but stable start on the road to
peace, or a false dawn?

The ‘new diplomacy’

The starting point for this analysis is the breakdown of the diplomatic, military
and domestic political stalemate in 1917, and the coming of the western armistice
in November 1918. The first break in the triple stalemate came on the home
front in war-exhausted tsarist Russia. The refusal in March 1917 of the Petrograd
(St Petersburg) garrison to fire on strikers and food demonstrators triggered the
abdication of Nicholas II. A ‘dual’” authority replaced the tsarist regime, shared
between the Provisional Government and the Petrograd Soviet of workers’
and soldiers’ deputies. Both centres of political power remained committed to
the war, but not equally so. The Provisional Government hoped to remobilize
Russia’s demoralized armies in order to pursue imperial Russia’s original war aims.
The Petrograd Soviet, in contrast, expressed the longing on the streets, in factories
and on the front line for peace — though not peace at any price. In April 1917,
when the Provisional Government reaffirmed Russia’s interest in Constantinople
and the Straits, the Petrograd Soviet called for peace without annexations
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or indemnities, and a frontier settlement based on the principle of national
self-determination. Although the Petrograd Soviet’s call for a non-imperialist
peace energized Europe’s socialist and left-wing opposition parties, the official war
aims of the leading Powers in both coalitions remained unchanged. An attempt
by the international socialist movement to revive itself by holding an international
conference on peace in Stockholm was thwarted by the Allies. Worse still for
Russia, the offensives launched in June and July in the name of the new head of
the Provisional Government, Alexander Kerensky, ended in utter disaster. Russia
desperately needed peace.

The Bolshevik seizure of power in November 1917 with the slogan of ‘peace,
land and bread’ initiated Russia’s exit from the war. According to Lenin, the
expansionist impulses of monopoly capitalism had caused the war and these
inherently self-destructive forces would lead to the ruin of capitalism itself.
A great wave of workers’ revolutions, so the Bolsheviks believed, would sweep
away the bourgeois ruling classes, thus creating an enduring peace within a new
international solidarity of workers’ states that would replace the pre-1914 world
of imperial competition. In the same way that war had destroyed tsardom, it
was hoped that the war would soon spark more proletarian revolutions across
Europe. To ignite the revolutionary spark, the Bolsheviks issued a Decree on
Peace in November 1917, which called for a general three-month armistice and
a final peace settlement without annexations or indemnities. At the same time,
in a bid to mobilize public opinion, they exposed the annexationist war aims
of the Entente by publishing secret inter-Allied agreements on war aims.
This appeal to the streets for revolutions fell flat. After the armistice on the eastern
front was concluded, the Bolsheviks presented the Central Powers with a six-
point peace plan, once again rejecting annexations and indemnities and now
calling for the application of national self-determination inside and out-
side Europe. The Central Powers accepted on condition that the Allies concurred
too. As they anticipated, the Allies refused. When negotiations resumed in January
1918, the Central Powers made clear their resolve to impose a punitive peace
by force. The first blow to the Bolsheviks was the treaty of 9 February 1918
between the Central Powers and now-independent Ukraine. L. D. Trotsky, Lenin’s
commissar for foreign affairs, stalled brilliantly, walking away from the talks
declaring ‘no war, no peace’, but the Germans called his bluff and resumed their
advance. Confronted with a choice between the survival of his regime and total
defeat, Lenin chose survival.

The resulting Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (3 March 1918) stripped Russia of its
Great Power assets. The Bolsheviks surrendered Poland, the Baltic States, Ukraine,
Finland and the Caucasus, nominally as ‘independent’ states, but in fact as
German satellites. Russia lost sovereignty over a third of the former empire’s
population, a third of its agricultural land and nearly 80 per cent of its iron and
coal industry. These terms represented a triumph for the German high command
and the fulfilment of the dreams of German imperialists. Lenin, however, regarded
the treaty as a temporary measure. Once Russia had recovered, the Treaty of Brest-
Litovsk would be reversed. In the meantime, peace with the Central Powers caused
tension with Russias former Allies. As war developed inside Russia between
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counter-revolutionaries and the Bolsheviks, the Allies dispatched forces to inter-
vene, at first to prevent stockpiles of Entente arms falling into German hands, and
later to help bring down the Bolsheviks.

Lenin’s was not the only ideological voice to be heard. The American entry into
the war in 1917 had a similar impact. The Russian Revolution and the American
entry sharpened the distinction between liberal and autocratic Powers. A common
anti-imperialist streak ran through Lenin’s ‘Decree on Peace’ and President
Wilson’s cry of ‘peace without victory’. However, Lenin pulled out of the war first
to save his regime and then later to reshape world politics through workers’
revolutions from below; Wilson aimed to reform the international system through
the exercise of American power at the top. Wilson’s ‘new diplomacy’ combined
realism and idealism (though, as we shall see, not always in equal measures).
According to the president, the war had been caused by an anarchical and lawless
system of states, which had brought about a frantic search for security through the
stockpiling of armaments. As the war progressed, American economic policies had
steadily favoured the Entente, while Wilson had labelled Germany an almost
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irremediably militaristic state. If Germany and its allies won, he had reasoned,
the United States would be forced to transform itself into a heavily armed garrison
state in which liberties would be crushed by militarization. The need to defeat
Germany and the American ambition to build a better world thus drove
Washington into the Entente coalition.

The US declaration of war on 6 April 1917 was not immediately decisive. To
be sure, American maritime power and finance rescued Britain and France from
Germany’s U-boats and probable economic collapse, but the Americans had only
80,000 troops in Europe by October 1917. By 1919, the number would rise to
two million. In the meantime, Wilson played a waiting game. He affirmed his self-
appointed role of mediator — America was an ‘associated’ Power, not an Entente
ally — and hoped that with Germany defeated and France and Britain reliant on
American men, matériel and money, he would be able to impose a liberal peace
on all the belligerents. His vision was embodied in his famous fourteen points
of 8 January 1918. The fourteen points were a reformist reply to the Bolsheviks’
peace manifesto and a notice to the Entente that their secret agreements on
war aims and spoils would have to be revised. Collective security and self-
determination were Wilson’s binding themes. He called for ‘open covenants
openly arrived at’, ‘freedom of the seas’, the removal of economic barriers, the
reduction of armaments and the foundation of a League of Nations. Belgium
would be restored; Poland made independent; Alsace-Lorraine returned to France;
and Italy’s frontiers redrawn along national lines. German forces would also have
to withdraw from Russia, and the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires would
be forced to grant autonomy to their subject peoples.

Wilson’s ‘new diplomacy’ confounded the battle-scarred British and French as
much as Lenin’s; the difference was that the Western Europeans now needed
‘Uncle Sam’ to win the war. The disasters they had suffered in 1917 had driven
this point home. Russia had been knocked out of the war. Romania was reduced
to a German satellite. French and British offensives were halted with horrific
casualties. French troops had even mutinied. The Italians were routed at
Caporetto. German U-boats played havoc with Allied shipping. In fact, the need
for troops, supplies and credit from the United States very quickly raised questions
about the potential impact of American dominance. One French statesman
worried

that before Germany has been thoroughly beaten she may propose terms
which President Wilson may consider acceptable, but which would not be
acceptable at all to France and England, and President Wilson may put
pressure on the Entente Allies to accept them.

At the end of 1917, a co-ordinating conference initiated close inter-Allied co-
operation on the strategic and economic matters, but, inauspiciously, a joint
political response to the Bolshevik Decree on Peace could not be hammered out.
Wilson’s insistence that Americans would not fight for ‘selfish aims’, ‘with the
possible exception of Alsace-Lorraine’, offered Georges Clemenceau, the French



THE SEARCH FOR EUROPEAN STABILITY

premier, very cold comfort. Moreover, Wilson’s reference to ‘freedom of the seas’,
‘impartial adjustment of all colonial claims” and the removal of economic barriers
caused David Lloyd George, Britain’s prime minister, equal unease. The Entente,
of course, was not a perfect alliance. Paris and London bickered over Eastern
Europe and their designs on the Ottoman Empire clashed. But, judging from
Wilson’s public statements, what united them was the craving for peace with
victory. Wisely, before the Central Powers capitulated, the Europeans played down
their differences with the president to ensure unity.

In Germany and Austria-Hungary, Wilson’s fourteen points helped to spark
strikes and demands from the opposition parties for a non-annexationist peace.
Yet, despite desperate war-weariness, labour strife and food shortages, the
domestic balance against a negotiated settlement held firm. In Berlin, the
ascendancy of Generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich von Ludendorff over the
civilian leadership was confirmed by Bethmann Hollweg’s replacement by an
uninspiring civil servant, George Michaelis, who was amenable to the high
command’s wishes. When in July 1917 the liberal-left majority in the Reichstag
called for political reform and a ‘peace of understanding’, the new chancellor
replied that he accepted the Reichstag’s Peace Resolution ‘as I understand it
Austria-Hungary grew ever more reliant on Germany as the empire fell to its knees
under the burden of war. Its leadership considered a negotiated settlement, but
its contacts with Britain and France made no headway, for Italy’s plans to make
gains at Austria’s expense blocked any deal. In any case, Vienna really wanted
a general peace, not a separate one. This could come only if Berlin moderated
its war aims — something beyond Vienna’s power to achieve. In the end, the
opportunity presented by Russia’s collapse locked the Central Powers into one
last desperate gamble on battlefield victory, while the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk
hardened Allied attitudes towards their foes.

The armistice

In 1917, the German army in the west remained on the defensive. Attacking
British and French divisions suffered severe casualties, but help from across the
Atlantic was on its way. With the reserves now freed from the Russian front,
Ludendorfflaunched offensives in spring 1918 aimed at punching a series of holes
in the Allied front lines, in one last desperate attempt to force the Entente to the
peace table before American troops arrived in strength and tilted the balance. His
reinforced mobile storm divisions achieved some operational successes, but a war-
winning breakthrough was beyond their reach. From July 1918 onwards, Allied
counter-attacks and the growing American army reversed the military situation.
Germany’s armies retreated. In October, the smallest of the Central Powers,
Bulgaria, requested an armistice. Germany, Austria-Hungary and Turkey soon
followed the Bulgarian lead.

Reichstag
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German parliament during the
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The German request for an armistice meant that the political struggle over the
coming peace now began in earnest. In an attempt to split their foes and obtain
moderate peace terms based on the fourteen points, the German government
approached President Wilson directly for an armistice. The president, as the
Germans had calculated, excluded his Allies from the armistice talks. ‘Have you
ever been asked by President Wilson whether you accept the fourteen points?’
Clemenceau inquired: ‘T have not been asked.” Lloyd George replied no.
Disagreements about the shape of the post-war settlement, suppressed before for
the sake of Allied unity, now surfaced. The British and the Americans quarrelled
over ‘freedom of the seas’, and the Allies split on reparations. Wilson wanted
Germany to make ‘restoration’ for civilian damage caused by the aggression of
German forces on land, air and sea; Clemenceau and Lloyd George wished to
make it clear that Germany was responsible for the wider costs of waging war.
Fortunately for Allied unity, the president’s peace programme remained ambigu-
ous enough to be open to future interpretation and negotiation. Unfortunately
for post-war stability, the reparations question and exactly what Germany had
agreed to in the pre-armistice agreement also remained ambiguous and was later
reinterpreted. In the meantime, while Washington insisted that the fourteen
points should set the agenda for the peace conference, Paris and London seized
the initiative in setting out the military and naval clauses of the armistice, which
left Germany militarily helpless. On 11 November 1918 the armistice was finally
concluded.

Victory caught the Allies by surprise. Military planners had expected another
year of war in the west. Consequently, French and British policies on war termina-
tion were as fluid as American ones. As a result, the Europeans may have accepted
peace far too soon. Arguably, the psychological impact of an Allied invasion of
German soil would have made the German people more agreeable to the Versailles
settlement. Did the politicians make the wrong strategic choice? While the
retrospective case for a ‘missed opportunity’ has great merit, we need to see the
situation as it appeared to the policy-makers of 1918. Certainly, the Republicans
in the US Congress had called for Germany’s unconditional surrender, but
European statesmen were wise to place a huge question mark beside President
Wilson’s readiness to storm the German frontier. More importantly, Lloyd George
and Clemenceau believed that they could get what they wanted from their
enemies without more bloodshed. Nonetheless, a tantalizing ‘might have been’
lingers. If the British and French intelligence services had known just how close
Germany was to disintegration, then the politicians in London and Paris might
have made the decision to ignore the Americans and advanced into Germany. As
David French has speculated, ‘that might have had incalculable results for the
subsequent history of Europe’.

One of the results might have been a more stable German democracy. To stamp
out ‘Prussian militarisny’, the Allies agreed that German constitutional reform was
a precondition for peace. This was well understood in Berlin. When Ludendorff
recognized that defeat was imminent, a new government, supported by the centre-
left, was formed to negotiate the peace under the moderate-liberal Chancellor
Prince Max. Of course, the German high command did not have a sudden
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conversion to the merits of democratic reform, but instead turned to con-
stitutional change as a ploy to win a moderate, Wilsonian peace from the Allies,
and also to saddle the civilian politicians who would follow them with the
responsibility for Germany’s defeat and humiliation. Unfortunately, the ploy
worked rather well. To many Germans, it appeared that internal revolution had
preceded the military collapse. A mutiny of German sailors started the process that
finally led to the abdication of the kaiser and the foundation of a republic. Its first
chancellor, Friedrich Ebert, arrived at an accommodation with the generals, whom
he needed to safeguard the republic from revolutionaries. Obligingly, Ebert
greeted returning German soldiers as ‘unconquered” heroes. Of course, the legend
that the army was defeated not on the western front but at home by socialists,
pacifists and Jews (the so-called stab-in-the-back legend), which right-wing
propagandists later exploited to vilify the Weimar Republic, did not ‘doom’
German democracy. Of greater significance was the close connection in the minds
of many between democracy, defeat and the Paris peace.

The Paris peace settlement

In January 1919, when the representatives of more than thircy Allied and
associated nations assembled for the start of the Paris Peace Conference, the First
World War had claimed ten million combatant deaths and twice that number
maimed. The destruction in Europe and beyond, not to mention the spent wealth,
lost trade and squandered production, defied definitive calculation. Meanwhile,
along the borderlands of the Habsburg, tsarist and Ottoman empires, formerly
subject peoples took up arms, while the Bolsheviks fought counter-revolutionaries
(half-heartedly backed by the Western Powers) and Allied intervention forces.
Despite the enormity and urgency of the task, and a great deal of preparation, the
opening proceedings of the Paris Conference were marked by administrative chaos
and organizational improvisation. A functioning decision-making process,
supported by expert committees and commissions, took some time to develop.
At first, the Council of Ten dominated. It was composed of two members each
from the major Allied Powers (Britain, France, Italy, Japan and the United States).
The Council of Ten, however, proved unwieldy. From March to June 1919, the
Council of Four (consisting of Wilson, Lloyd George, Clemenceau and, with
the least influence, the Italian Premier Vittorio Orlando) dominated and made the
key decisions concerning the peace treaty with Germany (signed at Versailles on
28 June 1919). From July 1919 to 1923, the lesser peace treaties with Austria,
Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey were left to government officials and inter-Allied
agencies to negotiate through regular diplomatic channels.

Critics at the time and since have charged that the Paris peace fell well short of
the just settlement promised by Wilson’s magnificent slogans ‘peace without
victory’ and ‘a war to make the world safe for democracy’. The ‘Big Three’ —
Wilson, Clemenceau and Lloyd George — missed an opportunity to fashion a new
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Plate 2.1 Versailles Peace Conference attendees, France, 1919. Seated left to right: Italian
Premier Vittorio Orlando, British Prime Minister David Lloyd George, French
Premier Georges Clemenceau, and US President Woodrow Wilson. (Photo by US
Army Signal Corps/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images)

and legitimate order, so the usual argument runs, because the Europeans pursued
narrow selfish interests, and because Clemenceau and Lloyd George either
bamboozled Wilson or the whole exercise was one of supreme cynicism. In reality,
it was much easier for a few men in 1914 to destroy the world than for their
successors to replace it with something better. After the most destructive war in
history, there were limits to the peacemakers’ capacity to refashion Europe. They
had little real power to control the pace of events in Central and Eastern Europe.
Moreover, Wilson, Lloyd George and Clemenceau did not share a common vision
of the post-war order. The Paris settlement represented a series of trade-offs and
compromises between the victorious Allies (most notably in the application of
the principle of self-determination). More difficult still, the growing threat of
anarchy and revolution in 1919-20 placed a premium on timely rather than
optimal solutions. Each solution needs to be examined in its own context to be
fully understood.

Take, for example, the foundation of the League of Nations. To achieve his
great mission of international reform, Wilson made this task his top priority.
Many agreed with the president that unbridled military competition and balance-
of-power politics had made war in 1914 inevitable. Some suggested that had a
permanent machinery for ‘crisis management’ and arbitration existed, then the
First World War might have been prevented. Opinions varied, but a standing
organization for Great Power co-operation and consultation was seen as the key
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innovation for future international politics. Radicals demanded the democratic
control of foreign policy and a powerful world government; conservatives looked
to some refinement of the old Concert of Europe. Wilson publicly championed
the radicals, who took his promises of ‘open covenants openly arrived at’ more
religiously than he did. Revelling in the role of Europe’s saviour, the president
personally took the chair of the conference’s commission on the question of a new
international organization in order to see his vision of a league to enforce peace
through the exercise of world opinion come into being. The French, in contrast,
wanted a Société des Nations, backed by its own troops, to perpetuate the wartime
alliance against Germany. Not only was there enthusiasm for a League of Nations
inside and outside British officialdom, but Lloyd George also calculated that by
backing the president he would ease American pressure on more contentious
points, such as freedom of the seas.

The strategy worked. The Covenant (or constitution) of the League of Nations
was based on an Anglo-American draft. It described a system of Great Power
management and made gestures towards Wilson’s ideals. To promote open
diplomacy, the League, based in Geneva, would consist of a Council and an
Assembly, supported by a permanent secretariat. The Covenant obliged signatories
to observe the rule of law in international affairs, to reduce armaments and to
preserve the territorial integrity and independence of member states. Members
undertook to consider collective action against covenant-breakers. To prevent
another 1914, international disputes would be subject to a three-month period
of arbitration. This would allow time for cool-headed diplomacy and for ‘the
public opinion of the world’ to mobilize for peace. War-weary people everywhere
regarded the League as a break from the unscrupulous practices of the ‘old
diplomacy’. In reality, it was a workable compromise between the aspirations of
liberal internationalists like Wilson and the inescapable limitations of any
voluntary association of sovereign states. It was not a world government, nor did
any of its makers wish it to be one. As a result, the Covenant contained ambiguities
and contradictions: the League would deter war by threatening covenant-breakers
with universal war; all members were equal, but the Great Powers would call the
shots; and, to function, the League required member states to abide by the
Covenant without any binding obligation on them to do so, especially in disputes
between the Great Powers.

If the League was the idealistic dimension of the peace, the German settlement
was the punitive one. Germany was not dismembered — and so remained a
potential Great Power — but it did lose some 27,000 square miles of territory,
6.5-7 million inhabitants and 13.5 per cent of its economic potential. In the west,
France gained Alsace-Lorraine, a small border district (Eupen-Malmédy) was
handed over to Belgium, and Denmark took northern Schleswig. To compensate
France for the sabotage of its coal mines by the retreating German troops, the
Saar valley was placed under League administration for fifteen years and its mines
under French ownership for at least that period. The Saar’s fate would ultimately
be decided by plebiscite. The Rhineland would also be demilitarized and occupied
by the Allies, who would also control the Rhine bridges. The eventual three-stage,
fifteen-year evacuation of occupation forces was tied to Germany’s treaty

see Map 2.1
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compliance. In the east, Germany ceded Posen and much of West Prussia to
Poland (the ‘Polish corridor’), and the German port of Danzig was designated a
free city under the League, though under Polish customs and foreign policy
control. Lithuania seized the German port of Memel. Berlin also surrendered its
colonies, overseas investments and much of its merchant fleet. The German navy
was allowed a few obsolete ships; the army was denied heavy weapons and aircraft,
and its official strength was limited to only 100,000 men.

On reparations, the peacemakers deferred the difficult decisions. Every-
one agreed that Germany should pay something. The real questions were:
how much should Germany pay; how much could it pay; what form should
payment take (money, goods or both); and over how long a period should the
instalments be scheduled? The Council of Four recognized that there was
an enormous gap between the entire cost of the war and Germany’s capacity
to pay reparations. Indeed, what constituted the ‘entire cost of the war’ was a
major issue. There were also serious technical limitations on transferring wealth
from one nation to another. Consequently, in order to address Germany’s
theoretical responsibility for the entire cost of the war while 7z practice limiting its
financial liability, the peacemakers inserted two Articles, 231 and 232. In the first,
later misleadingly dubbed the ‘war guilt’ clause, Germany and its allies accepted
responsibility for the ‘aggression’ of 1914 and its consequences, while the second
required Germany to provide compensation for specified civilian damages.
Ironically, therefore, the original purpose of Articles 231 and 232 was to prozect
Germany from the economic ruin of making good on war costs. Finally, instead
of fixing a final figure in 1919, the Versailles Treaty only demanded an interim
payment of 20 billion gold marks before 1 May 1921 (to pay for the Allied
occupation), the date by which the inter-Allied Reparations Commission was to
determine a total.

Extracts from the Treaty of Versailles

Article 231

The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany accepts the responsibility of Germany
and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated Governments
and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the
aggression of Germany and her allies.

Article 232

The Allied and Associated Governments recognise that the resources of Germany are not adequate,
after taking into account permanent diminutions of such resources which will result from other
provisions of the present Treaty, to make complete reparation for all such loss and damage.

The severity of Versailles cannot be blamed on any one Power. All the
peacemakers combined policies of conciliation and punishment. For Clemenceau,
French security was paramount, and that could only come in one of three ways.
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The first was by permanently weakening Germany. The second was by seeking a
lasting and mutually beneficial Franco-German accommodation. The third was
by way of a security alliance with the United States and Britain. The French tried
all three without much success. Despite secret overtures to Berlin proposing a
German commitment to treaty compliance in return for a promise of future treaty
revision, there was no chance of such a deal flourishing in the poisonous air of
1919. It was feared in French circles that the Treaty of Versailles would only
temporarily strengthen France and cripple Germany. General Foch, the Allied
supreme commander, therefore proposed a more permanent solution: France
should hold on to the Rhineland as a strategic buffer. Fearful of creating ‘an Alsace-
Lorraine in reverse’ and mindful of self-determination, Lloyd George and Wilson
refused. Instead of a detached Rhineland, France was offered Anglo-American
Treaties of Guarantee against unprovoked German aggression. Clemenceau, who
would not have otherwise relented, regarded the guarantees as the ‘keystone of
European peace’. Unfortunately, the guarantees fell through when the American
Senate rejected the Treaty of Versailles in November 1919, and British adherence
was conditional on American.

The collapse of the Anglo-American guarantees epitomized France’s frustra-
tion at the hands of its wartime Allies. It was typical of Lloyd George’s
opportunism that the British treaty would only come into force if the American
one did. His double-dealing would not have mattered had London not pursued
a balance-of-power policy — that is, with France cast in the role as the next
European hegemon. With Germany’s navy sunk and its overseas possessions
confiscated, the British cabinet could safely regard its former enemy as the
counterweight to what it wrongly perceived as an aggressive France bent on
mastery of the European continent. Britain should stand back from Europe,
and allow the free play of inter-state rivalry to give rise to a new equilibrium.
Balance-of-power calculations such as this blocked British strategic empathy with
France. British officials could not see that French security and Franco-German
reconciliation were essential to peace, and that France needed Britain in order to
feel secure against Germany. Lloyd George’s handling of reparations was also
questionable. Because Britain had suffered lictle direct civilian damage from
the war, the prime minister insisted that pensions payable to servicemen and
their dependants should be included to increase Britain’s share of reparations.
Even if this blatant violation of the pre-armistice agreement had little impact on
the total sum claimed by the Allies, there is no doubt that it helped to undermine
the moral authority of the whole settlement. Moreover, fearing a backlash in
Parliament if the total for reparations was too moderate, Lloyd George pressed
his fellow peacemakers to postpone the painful decisions for two years. Ironically,
French officials, who are often portrayed as the villains on reparations, at first
proposed very moderate sums based on civilian war damages in accordance with
the pre-armistice agreement. They also considered partnership with Germany on
iron and steel production as an alternative means of taming the economic might
of their former enemy.

Wilson, like Lloyd George, must also take responsibility for the post-war blight
of reparations. Although the United States emerged in 1919 as the world’s largest

43



Marshall Plan

Officially known as the
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by American Secretary of State
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1947 speech and administered
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operation Administration
(ECA). Under the ERP the
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(Austria, Belgium, Denmark,
France, Great Britain, Greece,
Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg,
the Netherlands, Norway,
Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey
and West Germany) received
more than $12 billion
between 1948 and 1951.

see Map 2.1
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creditor nation, the American government refused to combine inter-Allied war
debts, reparations and reconstruction into one big package. According to Marc
Trachtenberg, an American cancellation of war debts and a contribution to
reconstruction would have resulted in moderation on reparations. In striking
contrast to the generosity of the Marshall Plan in 1947, American ‘tight-
fistedness’ in 1919 ensured that the Allies burdened the Weimar Republic with
reparations. American policy stemmed more from Wilson’s moralistic approach
to international politics than from any narrow American financial interests.
Germany had started the war and so the Germans must pay as an act of penance.
Until justice had been done, Wilson reasoned, Germany must be treated as a
moral inferior and barred from the League of Nations. The conviction that
Germany had to be punished before it could be rehabilitated, however, could not
be squared with Wilson’s reluctance to commit the American might to peace
enforcement. For precisely the opposite reason to Lloyd George — namely, the
president’s hostility to balance-of-power politics — Wilson in like manner failed to
understand the French position. What France needed was American and British
backing to promote a sense of security and reconciliation with Germany; instead,
France was largely stranded with an inherently more powerful neighbour, whose
hostility was compounded by an indemnity and ‘war guilt’, both of which were
contained in a treaty that presupposed Germany’s voluntary compliance.

The Paris peace settlement in Central and Eastern Europe

The Treaty of Versailles, of course, preoccupied the Big Three — Wilson,
Clemenceau and Lloyd George — but the Paris peace settlement entailed more
than the German problem. ‘All the races of Central Europe and the Balkans’, wrote
one American delegate, ‘are actually fighting or about to fight with one another
. . . the Great War seems to have split up into a lot of little wars.” The peacemakers
knew that stamping out these little wars and preventing the spread of Lenin’s
revolution (which at moments threatened to take hold in Berlin, Vienna, Munich
and, especially, in Budapest, under the Bolshevik Béla Kun) was essential to peace.
During the war, all the belligerents had courted subject nationalities with promises
of greater post-war autonomy in order to destabilize the opposing camp. The
collapse of the three eastern empires propelled the nation-founding process
forward in 1918, as the Allies quickly adjusted their policies to the new map. The
Americans and the British, after all, had supported the principle of self-
determination, while the French looked to the new Czechoslovakia, Poland and
Yugoslavia as future allies in the containment of Germany and as a cordon sanitaire
against Soviet Russia.

Consequently, the Poles, Czechs and the Entente Allies — Serbia, Romania
and Greece — were all beneficiaries; the losers were Germany, Austria-Hungary,
Turkey and Bulgaria. Four treaties modelled on Versailles, including similar clauses
on disarmament, reparations and ‘war guilc, confirmed the new territorial
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arrangement: the Treaty of Saint-Germain with Austria (10 September 1919), the
Treaty of Trianon with Hungary (4 June 1920), the Treaty of Neuilly with Bulgaria
(27 November 1919) and the Treaty of Sévres with Turkey (10 August 1920).
Significantly, in contrast to Versailles, each of these lesser treaties included
provisions for the protection of ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities. The
Treaty of Saint-Germain also prohibited the union (Anschluss) of Austria and
Germany. In Poland’s case, its western frontier was drawn at Germany’s expense,
and then, after defeating the Red Army in 1920, it agreed its eastern border with
Russia in the 1921 Treaty of Riga. Czechoslovakia, which like Poland benefited
from astute lobbying and well-placed sympathizers among the peacemakers,
declared its independence in October 1918. To make the Czech-dominated union
with the Slovaks economically and strategically viable, the Sudetenland (the
border area between the historic kingdom of Bohemia and Germany, which
included three million German-speaking inhabitants) was incorporated into it.
Yugoslavia emerged as a voluntary amalgamation of former Austro-Hungarian
territories around the pre-war Serbia. Romania more than doubled its territory
and population, taking Russian Bessarabia and Austrian Bukovina. Greece
obtained Eastern Thrace from Turkey and, in April 1920, Western Thrace from
Bulgaria. Soviet Russia, free of Brest-Litovsk, now lost control over much of what
it had turned over to the Central Powers in 1918, including Poland, the Baltic
States and Finland.

Despite reducing by half the number of people living under alien rule, self-
determination, as put into practice by the Paris Peace Conference, generated yet
more ethnic strife and national conflict — but it is impossible to see how this might
have been otherwise. No matter how sharp the pencil or small scale the map, the
peacemakers’ careful lines cut across the ethnographic patchwork of Eastern
Europe, leaving about thirty million people on the wrong side of contestable
frontiers. Even natural status quo allies such as Poland and Czechoslovakia fell
out over their mutual borders. Rather than seeing it as a tool for peaceful national
integration, the small Powers regarded minority protection arbitrated by the
League of Nations as a Great Power imposition on their newly won national
sovereignty. In the German case, self-determination had to give way to strategic
considerations: the victors could not reinforce their one-time enemy by permitting
an Anschluss, nor would they enfeeble Poland by denying the small state ‘secure
access to the sea’ or cripple Czechoslovakia by withholding the Sudetenland. Ac
the same time, because they conflicted with self-determination, some of the
promises made to Italy in 1915 went unfulfilled. Thus, while Italy absorbed part
of the frontier with Austria (South Tyrol), Wilson stubbornly resisted Orlando’s
claim to territory along the coast of the Adriatic. The Italian premier stormed
out of the Council of Four to force concessions from his fellow peacemakers, but
caved in upon his humiliating return. Even so, the small Adriatic port of Fiume
remained a source of tension between Italians and Yugoslavs, and Rome sulked
about what many Italians regarded as their ‘mutilated peace’.

Anschluss

The political union of
Germany and Austria.
Anschluss was specifically
prohibited under the Versailles
Treaty, but was carried out by
Hitler in March 1938 without
any resistance from the victors
of the First World War.

Sudetenland

The geographical area in
Bohemia mainly inhabited by
ethnic Germans. In 1919 it
was placed on the Czech side
of the German—Czech border
and in 1938 led to an
international crisis ending in
the infamous Munich
Agreement.
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isolationism

The policy or doctrine of
isolating one’s country by
avoiding foreign
entanglements and
responsibilities. Popular in the
United States during the inter-
war years.
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The implementation of the peace

For all its flaws, the Paris peace does not deserve the often-cited verdict that it
amounted only to ‘an armistice for twenty years'. To be sure, the imperfect
solutions to the German problem and Europe as a whole certainly set out the
battle lines for the future. Too many important states were left dissatisfied and
looked to the future for the revision rather than the defence of the status quo.
Germany and Russia, still potential Great Powers, would revive and the fate of
Eastern Europe would depend on whether they regarded the successor states as
useful buffers or potential spoils. Nevertheless, historians must not draw straight
lines between 1919 and 1939. Diplomacy is an open-ended process. Adjustments
to the settlement — at first on the margins, later in some of the essentials — were
inevitable. Whether this process would end in another general European war or
smaller-scale conflicts depended on what followed. In David Stevenson’s view, the
failures of the 1930s might have been averted by a combination of leniency over
reparations and the strict enforcement of the security clauses of the Versailles
Treaty. This approach required continuing co-operation among the Allies and the
survival of moderate revisionism in Germany.

Unfortunately, the first victim of the peace was inter-Allied solidarity. America’s
withdrawal from the settlement, occasioned by the Senate’s rejection of the Treaty
of Versailles in November 1919 and again in March 1920, was the most tragic.
Wilson had raised expectations for a new era of world politics so high that he was
bound to disappoint (disillusioned Wilsonians rushed to print stinging criticisms
of their former hero). As in most tragic plots, this downfall was of the protagonist’s
own making. Although Wilson worked to the point of exhaustion and suffered a
stroke during the treaty fight, he obstinately refused to placate the Republican
majority to win ratification of the German peace. Wilson had also ensured the
rejection of the League of Nations by his earlier insistence that the League’s
Covenant form an integral part of the Versailles Treaty. In 1921, the Americans
signed a separate peace with Germany, but remained outside the League of
Nations — the centrepiece of Wilson’s peace project. The great American mission
to liberalize the world had come to an end, at least for now. Indeed, American
public opinion in the late 1920s and 1930s became even more averse to
entanglements abroad. Of course, the Americans did not entirely retreat from the
international stage; for example, in 1921-22 Washington hosted a multilateral
conference on naval disarmament and East Asia. Moreover, America’s economic
status as the world’s largest creditor meant that it could not entirely cut itself off
from the outside world. Even the most ‘isolationist’ Republican administrations
of the 1920s did not shy away from pulling the financial levers to promote stability
in Europe. However, the exercise of financial muscle could not compensate for the
lack of a concrete American security commitment to the post-war peace.

The Soviet Union likewise remained isolated. Despite some sparks in Germany
and Hungary, Lenin’s world revolution failed to materialize. Moreover, the
experience of civil war, Allied intervention, the Red Army’s defeat at the hands of
the Poles, and the loss of Finland, Bessarabia and the Baltic States all warned of
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the dangers of survival in a world system dominated by the twin forces of
capitalism and imperialism. Soviet Russia was vulnerable. The tension between
the need to spread revolution (the source of the regime’s legitimacy and identity)
and the need to strengthen the regime generated a dual-track policy: the Soviet
Union would promote the overthrow of capitalism by supporting the inter-
national communist movement and, at the same time, build ‘socialism in one
country’ in order to provide itself with security. Thus, Georgi Chicherin, the
Soviet foreign minister, plotted a careful course between hostility to the status
quo and peaceful co-existence with it. Moscow renounced its debts, denounced
the 1919 settlement and the League of Nations, but at the same time turned to
diplomacy and trade agreements to forestall any anti-Soviet coalition. The result
of this diplomatic posture was a rapprochement with the other potential Great
Power alienated from the Paris peace: Weimar Germany. In April 1922 the
two pariah states agreed at Rapallo to establish diplomatic contact and expand
economic co-operation. Secret military co-operation increased: Russia helped
Germany evade disarmament and Germany provided Russia with technical
know-how. The great bogey of a revisionist alignment (reaffirmed in the 1926
Treaty of Berlin), and, moreover, the spread of communism in China and to
the European empires, reinforced the deep antipathy felt in London and Paris
towards the Soviets. The French took the ideological transformation of their
one-time eastern ally very hard indeed. French officials had clamoured the loud-
est to turn the limited Allied intervention in civil-war Russia into a crusade to
topple Lenin’s regime, and when this failed, Poland became the obvious substitute
eastern ally.

When the Anglo-American security guarantees fell through, Clemenceau
hoped Lloyd George would make good his promise anyway. Negotiations towards
a security pact in 1921-22, however, made no progress. Some British officials
recognized the French need for British reassurance. Many more, especially the
British foreign secretary, Lord Curzon, believed that the French harboured
ambitions of Napoleonic proportions. Balance-of-power rhetoric provided a high-
sounding rationale for what was really a turning away by Britain from Europe’s
problems, motivated by a deep and understandable aversion to another military
commitment on the scale of 1914-18. At the same time, ]. M. Keynes, in his best-
selling study of the peace, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919),
undermined the legitimacy of Versailles in British (and American) minds by
attacking reparations as both vindictive and ruinous. The more Britain backed
away from Europe, the more France sought to convert its temporary supremacy
on the continent into a lasting one. By doing so, they confirmed British mis-
conceptions and prejudices. Friction in the Middle East between the two empires
compounded the mistrust. A successful Turkish challenge to the Treaty of Sevres
precipitated the most spectacular rupture. In October 1921, the French made a
deal with Kemal Acatiirk, the nationalist president who had modernized the army
and state, under which the Allies would withdraw from Anatolia. The pact
nullified Sévres and salvaged French interests at the expense of Greece, Italy and
Britain. At the Dardanelles town of Chanak a year later, the French once again
dealt bilaterally with the Turks and deserted the British.
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Just like the Treaty of Sevres, the Treaty of Versailles was not self-enforcing. The
split in the Entente provided Germany with the opportunity to challenge the peace
in the same fashion as the Turks. Indeed, any defeated Power faced with such a
coalition would have done so. France after the Napoleonic Wars and Russia after
the Crimean War had sought to reverse their defeats. What was different about
Germany between the wars was the intensity of hatred towards the “Versailles
Dikta? . The explanation for this lay in the mismatch between what was expected
from a peace based on Wilson’s fourteen points and the terms the Weimar’s
socialist coalition was forced to accept unconditionally in June 1919. The Allies,
fearful that their unity would unravel if talks with the Germans were opened,
refused to bargain, leaving the German delegates indignant, humiliated and
scornful. In Germany, an overpowering sense that a great injustice had been
done and the popular myth that the German army had not been defeated on the
battlefield made for a heady cocktail and a widespread determination to under-
mine Versailles took hold. In the 1920s, the publication of pre-1914 German
diplomatic documents provided German scholars and liberal revisionists in the
English-speaking world with ammunition to dispute the official Allied doctrine
that Germany and its allies were responsible for 1914. To drive wedges between
the Allies, Weimar foreign policy swung between shades of defiance and fulfil-
ment. By defiance, possibly in alliance with the Soviet Union, some hoped to
alienate Britain from France by confronting both with the unpleasant realities of
treaty enforcement. With compliance, others hoped to play on British guilt over
Versailles and prove that the treaty’s economic terms were impossible to fulfil.

The principal battlefield was reparations. As Sally Marks has argued, nothing
less than the verdict of 1918 was at stake. The danger for the Europeans, especially
France, was that the cost of reconstruction would ruin their economies and leave
Germany, which had suffered less physical damage, economically dominant.
American debt forgiveness would have eliminated this prospect and might have
encouraged a Franco-German economic reconciliation. Instead, the Europeans
were left to choose between ruining themselves or their former foe. The electorates
had been promised that it would be Germany. On 27 April 1921, the Reparations
Commission set payments at 132 billion gold marks in cash and goods. This
sum was set to appease public expectations and as a bargaining chip in debt
negotiations with the Americans. German politicians pleaded that 132 billion
gold marks was impossible to pay and (arguably) they plunged the German
economy into an inflationary spiral to prove it. The real figure of 50 billion gold
marks over thirty-six years, buried in the complex technical details, though still
substantial and burdensome, probably fell within Germany’s capacity to pay, had
it tried. Indeed, the way both sides exploited the 132 billion figure to send
different messages to their electorates instead of facing the unpalatable truths
(for the Germans, defeat; for the Allies, the pitfalls of a settlement premised in
Germany’s voluntary compliance) illustrates that the struggle over reparations was
primarily a political one.

As Berlin anticipated, the battle over reparations generated friction within the
Entente. The British began to regret their decisions over reparations, and vented
their frustration at what they saw as French vindictiveness. French officials, in
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turn, were exasperated by the British, who had no compunction about taking
possession of 1,653,000 tons of German shipping, but dragged their feet over the
coal, timber and cash due to France. Paris insisted on enforcement before leniency;
London pressed for leniency in the hope that a German economic recovery would
fuel a European one and revive British markets. In the winter of 1921-22, security
talks between Lloyd George and the French premier, Aristide Briand, ran up
against the usual obstacle: Briand asked for a military alliance to deter Germany,
Lloyd George offered only a one-sided guarantee against ‘unprovoked’ attack. The
way to break the impasse was to erect a comprehensive international security and
economic structure within which the European antagonists could be reconciled,
and concerted action to promote economic prosperity could take place. Lloyd
George had something like this in mind when he called for an economic
conference at Genoa in 1922. The countries invited included Soviet Russia
and the United States, but the conference failed for the same reasons that had
hampered diplomacy ever since 1919. The Americans stayed home. Without
British backing, the new French premier, Raymond Poincaré, who was less
amenable than Briand, declined to attend and refused to agree to reparations being
on the agenda, while Chicherin and Rathenau, the Russian and German foreign
ministers, left for Rapallo to cut their own bilateral deal.

So the disputes over reparations continued. British willingness to grant
Germany a six-month moratorium ran up against the French condition that
Berlin turn over its Ruhr mines as ‘productive guarantees’ in exchange for the
suspension of payments. At this point, the French were ready to try their own
solution. On 26 December 1922, the Reparations Commission in a three (France,
Belgium and Italy) to one (Britain) vote declared Germany in default of reparation
payments. On 11 January 1923 French and Belgian troops occupied the
Rhineland. As Lloyd George had been forced to resign in October 1922, this crisis
in Anglo-French relations fell on the shoulders of the new prime minister, Andrew
Bonar Law. Any German hopes that the British might block or obstruct the
French were quickly dashed. Bonar Law’s cabinet issued only diplomatic protests.
The British would wait and see. On the question of what Poincaré hoped to
achieve, historians are divided and the evidence is ambiguous. Some believe that
the occupation was really a bid to support Rhenish separatism and detach the
Rhineland. Others criticize the French premier for the lack of any clear strategy
at all. Perhaps in his own mind he lurched back and forth from a policy of
straightforward treaty enforcement to one of initiating Germany’s breakup?
Whatever Poincaré’s goals, pursuing them proved a grim task. Occupation troops
met with widespread passive resistance that sometimes had to be overcome with
bayonets. In Berlin, Chancellor Cuno printed marks to pay striking workers.
Hyper-inflation was the result. By the end of 1923, however, the French had
successfully imposed their will. The mines produced coal and freight trains moved
across the frontier. In September, the new chancellor, Gustav Stresemann, called
an end to resistance.

French victory came at a very great price. The occupation further alienated
Anglo-American opinion. Anyone who had previously entertained suspicions of
a Napoleonic thirst for mastery now appeared to have had their suspicions
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The series of treaties
concluded at Locarno in
Switzerland in October 1925.
The most important was the
Rhineland Pact, signed by
France, Germany and Belgium
and guaranteed by Britain and
Italy, which affirmed the
inviolability of the Franco-
German and Belgo-German
borders and the
demilitarization of the
Rhineland. In addition,
Germany signed arbitration
treaties with France, Belgium,
Poland and Czechoslovakia.
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confirmed. Britain from this point onwards firmly planted itself between France
and Germany as a mediator, and not as a French ally. Poincaré, who should have
first explored the possibility of a bilateral deal with Germany, instead turned to
the Anglo-American Powers to rescue the German mark and the rapidly falling
French franc. In 1924, as a result of the plan devised by an expert committee
headed by the American banker Charles Dawes, reparations were scaled down and
the Reichsbank was reorganized. An American loan financed German reparations
payments on a new, lighter schedule. American and British loans to France were
conditional on the acceptance of the Dawes Plan and the evacuation of the
Rhineland. The powers of the French-dominated Reparations Commission were
also curtailed. Independent treaty enforcement, which in any case had been
beyond France’s reach, was no longer an option.

The Locarno era

The Dawes Plan signalled American willingness to resort to using financial power
to promote continental stability; the task of building a fresh European security
structure and making it work was left to the Europeans themselves — that is,
Europe minus the Russians. The outlines of the structure came into focus in
1924-25 in talks between London and Paris. A Franco-German détente was the
centrepiece. France would end the 1923 occupation and slowly surrender other
controls over German sovereignty. Germany would be integrated into the states
system and fulfil its obligations under the Dawes Plan. Britain would play the
honest broker and offer some sort of pledge to French security, but only as part
of a larger overarching guarantee of Western Europe’s frontiers.

At the small Swiss resort of Locarno in October 1925, the outlines of this basic
structure became concrete agreements. The most important, signed by France,
Germany and Belgium, and guaranteed by Britain and Italy, was the Rhineland
Pact. It affirmed the inviolability of the Franco-German and Belgo-German
frontiers and the demilitarization of the Rhineland. Arbitration treaties between
Germany and France, Belgium, Poland and Czechoslovakia were also concluded,
and France handed out new security promises to its Central and East European
allies. The Locarno treaties marked a turning point in international affairs. One
British statesman wrote that ‘the Great War ended in November 1918. The Great
Peace did not begin until October 1925.” Its makers, Briand, Stresemann and the
new British foreign secretary, Austen Chamberlain, shared the Nobel Peace Prize
for their achievement.

Historians, with the benefit of hindsight, frequently deride the so-called
‘Spirit of Locarno’ or ‘Locarno honeymoon’ as just one among many other
illusions of inter-war international security. There is substance to this view.
Locarno was more the product of a French policy defeat rather than a change of
heart; German nationalists of all shades had not given up the goal of overturning
the Paris peace settlement. If anything, the British Locarno ‘guarantee’ was more
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limited than anything offered previously to France by successive British cabinets,
and confirmed Britain’s detachment from the continent. Germany offered no
assurances about fulfilling its disarmament commitments, and Stresemann did
not conceal his ambition to revise the settlement of Germany’s eastern frontiers.
The weaknesses of the security structures erected in the mid-1920s, however,
did not determine the course of the 1930s. The three foreign ministers, Briand,
Chamberlain and Stresemann, each saw Locarno as a first step towards a more
distant and difficult transformation of the status quo — although all three hoped
for different yet not incompatible foreign policy outcomes. Chamberlain, who
would have readily offered France the sort of guarantee Briand had wanted in
1922 had he been able to persuade his isolationist colleagues, hoped that the
limited guarantee of Locarno would be enough to extinguish the most serious
threat to peace, the Franco-German antagonism, and later permit peaceful change
in Central and Eastern Europe. Briand likewise hoped that the guarantee would
provide France with some security and restore a measure of Anglo-French unity.
After the defeat of 1923, Briand understood that France’s temporary advantage
over the inherently more powerful Germany could not be frozen. France would
now have to seek salvation within the constraints of a dysfunctional coalition of
victorious Powers and Berlin’s unwillingness to comply with Versailles. Instead of
strict enforcement of reparations, now the way forward economically appeared to
be formal Franco-German industrial and commercial co-operation to meet the
needs of French reconstruction and recovery.

Because the victors of 1919 would not (and France alone could not) enforce
the verdict of 1918, the success of European détente rested on German behaviour.
To see the possibilities here, we need to understand the rationale of German
policy under Weimar’s longest-serving foreign minister, Stresemann. He has
been portrayed as both an unscrupulous nationalist working for the destruc-
tion of the post-war order and as a good European working for political
stabilization and economic integration. Both images are caricatures. Although
Stresemann was a vociferous liberal-nationalist before 1914, Germany’s defeat
in 1918 and the disaster of 1923 had profoundly altered his outlook. This
should not be surprising. From his vantage point as chancellor in 1923 he saw
how the Ruhr occupation had nearly plunged Germany into civil war and
delivered the republic into the hands of the military, while France had come close
to detaching the Rhineland. According to Stresemann’s British biographer,
Jonathan Wright, after 1923 the German foreign minister aimed at peaceful
change in Europe and the construction of a broad nationalist consensus at
home, which would be robust enough to keep the extreme right and left at bay.
He accepted the Dawes Plan because it broke Germany’s diplomatic isolation,
enlisted Anglo-American sympathy to check France, and set the stage for an
economic recovery that would elevate Germany once again to the rank of a Great
Power. To extreme nationalists at home, he spoke of buying time before Germany
could rearm and follow the path of the sword — but these words were only
intended to appease his hard-line listeners. A consummate realist, Stresemann
believed that the only way ahead was through the exercise of political and
economic leverage within the states system.
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For Stresemann’s revisionist programme to succeed, Weimar first needed to be
accepted as an equal among the Great Powers. In early 1925, fearing that Britain
might offer France a security pledge and that the League of Nations might tighten
the supervision of German disarmament, Stresemann seized the initiative. To
forestall Germany’s isolation, he launched a bold ‘peace offensive’ that ultimately
resulted in the Locarno treaties. The treaties were his triumph. Stresemann’s
goal was to get French troops out of the Ruhr and to secure the Rhineland in
exchange for a voluntary renunciation of Alsace-Lorraine, which he considered
lost anyway. Locarno would encourage private American investment and give
Washington a stake in German prosperity. An intricate balance had to be struck
between immediate pacification in the west and future revision in the east.
Stresemann refused to recognize Germany’s eastern frontiers as final, but the
French had military conventions with Poland and Czechoslovakia, and London
and Washington would not countenance violent change. Frontier revision would
have to come with the co-operation of the Western Allies. Yet the danger of
courting the West was the alienation of Germany’s Rapallo partner, the USSR.
Though utterly repelled by Bolshevism, Stresemann needed Moscow to pressure
Warsaw and to exploit any future crisis in Eastern Europe. In the event of a Russo-
Polish war or some other great upheaval, Germany could bridge the ideological
gulf between the Powers, and act as the chief broker of a new settlement. Indeed,
Stresemann imagined that at some future Great Power conference assembled to
redraw Central and Eastern Europe’s frontiers, Germany would benefit from
the support of the West and the acquiescence of Moscow.

In 1926-29, such calculations did not appear unrealistic. Certainly, nothing
could erase the scars of 191418 or ease the deep fears and antagonisms that the
war had engendered among political elites and electorates alike. Yet the trajectory
of events in these years permits us to see a stable but fragile international structure
taking shape. European economies emerged from the dislocation and destruc-
tion of 1914-18. The influx of American short-term loans into Germany and
American capital investments generally promoted European recovery. Talks on
inter-Allied war debts made progress and the burden of payment was reduced by
lower interest rates. A bargain encompassing Germany, France, Belgium, the Saar
and Luxembourg on steel production quotas was struck. Currencies stabilized and
a general return to the gold standard signalled confidence. In May 1927, the first
steps were taken at the World Economic Conference in Geneva to lower trade
barriers. Of course the economic recovery was uneven and fitful. Industrial
production remained below pre-war levels, and the agrarian economies of Eastern
Europe were vulnerable to fluctuations in food prices and extra-European
competition. But at this stage the world economic crisis that began with the New
York stock market crash in 1929 was still over the horizon, and the short-lived
economic revival of 1925-28 buttressed the emerging truce between the Western
Great Powers.

In September 1926, Briand and Stresemann agreed on troop withdrawals
from the Rhineland and an end to inter-Allied inspection of German dis-
armament. On 8 September 1926, Germany joined the League of Nations with
a place on the Permanent Council. Unquestionably, the League of Nations in
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action disappointed one-world idealists everywhere. There was no break between
the ‘old” and ‘new’ diplomacy. The 1928 ‘International Treaty for the Renuncia-
tion of War as an Instrument of National Policy’ (the so-called Kellogg—Briand
Pact) expressed an aspiration, not a reality. Important diplomatic activity took
place outside the League. In 1923, for instance, the crisis between Italy and Greece
over Corfu was resolved by Great Power diplomacy. Measures to strengthen
the legal mechanism of collective security and arbitration likewise ran up against
the hierarchical nature of international politics: the League of Nations was
for regulating the small states; the Great Powers turned to the League only if it
suited their purposes. The ideological war between the West and the Bolsheviks
engendered bitter hostility and fear. An Anglo-Soviet dispute over espionage
triggered a Russian ‘war scare’ in 1927. Quarrels between the Allies were also
common. A spectacular row over the construction of cruisers split Washington
and London at the 1927 Geneva Naval Conference. Yet international disputes
were as much a feature of the late 1920s as they are in any other post-war period.
The question is whether the structures of peace and stability were strengthened
or eroded by these disputes. Despite the limited powers of the League, the breakup
of the wartime coalition against Germany and its allies, and the precarious balance
between revisionists and status quo powers, a political equilibrium was emerging.

As before, the European system suffered from the disengagement of the two
peripheral Great Powers. Washington was content with dollar diplomacy, while
Moscow, fearful of a capitalist crusade against socialism, concentrated on indus-
trialization and rearmament. Italy was an important prop of the European system
but not a critical one. In fact, one success of the Locarno system was the way in
which Italian revision in the 1920s was contained by the concerted action of the
Powers. To be sure, Benito Mussolini, Italy’s Fascist head of government (of whom
more in Chapter 7), had designs on the Danube Basin and the Balkans. He
encouraged Croatian separatism and intrigued with the Hungarians. Nonetheless,
so long as Germany sought peaceful territorial revision inside the states system,
there was little scope for a serious Italian challenge. And, at this phase in his
career, the Fascist leader’s craving to be accepted as a fellow player in the circle of
Great Power statesmen suppressed his appetite for military adventures. Ultimately,
the Locarno equilibrium rested on the relationship between the Western Euro-
peans. Locarno’s architects understood this, as well as the need to reinforce the
Franco-German détente and to facilitate change. Serious obstacles remained.
Disarmament foundered on France’s refusal to see Germany rearm and Germany’s
demand to be treated as an equal. But there were signs that revision could take
place and be successfully absorbed. In 1929, a committee of experts under another
American, Owen D. Young, once again scaled down German reparations. The
final evacuation of Allied occupation forces from the Rhineland was scheduled.
Moreover, in an effort to contain Germany’s economic revival with a mutually
beneficial economic alliance — foreshadowing the later success of the Schuman
Plan that led to the European Coal and Steel Community of 1950-51 — Briand
proposed a ‘United States of Europe’ in an address to the League of Nations in
September 1929. Unfortunately for Briand and the era of Locarno peace, time
had run out for European solutions.

Kellogg - Briand Pact

Or more formally the
‘International Treaty for the
Renunciation of War as an
Instrument of National
Policy’, 27 August 1928. It
arose from a suggestion by the
French prime minister,
Aristide Briand, to the US
secretary of state, Frank
Kellogg, that the two states
should agree to renounce war.
At Kellogg’s suggestion, other
states were invited to join
France and the United States
in signing an agreement. In
total, sixty-five did so.
Manifestly a failure, the pact is
often ridiculed as an empty
gesture indicative of the
idealistic internationalism of
the inter-war years. In fact,
Briand saw the treaty as a way
to obtain some sort of moral
American commitment to the
preservation of the status quo.

see Chaprer 7

European Coal and Steel
Community (ECSC)
Established by the Treaty of
Paris (1952) and also known
as the Schuman Plan, after the
French foreign minister,
Robert Schuman, who
proposed it in 1950. The
member nations of the ECSC
— Belgium, France, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands
and West Germany — pledged
to pool their coal and steel
resources by providing a
unified market, lifting
restrictions on imports and
exports, and creating a unified
labour market.
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Young Plan

Name given to a financial
scheme, worked out in 1929
by a committee chaired by the
American businessman Owen
D. Young, to reduce German
reparations and arrange fresh
credit for Germany. It was
informally agreed by German,
French and British delegates
that reparations would be
scaled back further if the
former European Allies
secured a reduction in debt
repayments to the United
States.

Nazis (or Nazi Party)

The abbreviation for the
National Socialist German
Workers Party
(Nationalsozialistische Deutsche
Arbeiterpartei NSDAP)). Tt
was founded in October 1918
as the German Workers Party
by the German politician
Anton Drexler to oppose both
capitalism and Marxism. It
took on its more notorious
title in February 1920. One
year later Hitler became the
Nazi Party Fiihrer (German:
leader).

protectionism

The practice of regulating
imports through high tariffs
with the purpose of shielding
domestic industries from
foreign competition.
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Conclusion

The onset of the global economic crisis after October 1929 wrecked the Locarno
equilibrium. It functioned briefly because Stresemann pursued moderate
revisionist goals from within the system. He died of overwork weeks before the
start of the ‘great crash’. In any case, Germany’s precarious domestic political
balance was coming under severe strain long before Weimar lost its foreign
minister. Germans were impatient with the slow pace of revision. Right-wing
agitation against acceptance of the Young Plan helped to legitimize the Nazi Party
in the eyes of the German electorate. Not just in Weimar Germany, but across
Eastern Europe, where recently established democratic institutions were linked
closely with the imposition of the post-war order, the crisis in capitalism seemed
to herald the end of democracy and the Paris peace. It is not surprising that this
revisionist trend found one form of expression in the vilification of minorities,
especially Jews, and the desire to recast Europe into exclusive national com-
munities. In 1919, Woodrow Wilson had placed a great deal of faith in the
rationality of humankind and the moderating force of public opinion. As the
Depression deepened, Clemenceau’s riposte — ‘the voice of the people is the voice
of the devil’ — now seemed much more prophetic.

As the domestic supports of stability crumbled, governments desperately
sought to shelter their economies from the global slump. Rather than taking joint
action to lessen its impact, the Western Powers turned to protectionism, imperial
preference and competitive devaluation. The bitter recriminations that followed
this failure to co-ordinate policies further divided the war-winning coalition of
1918, just when Western unity to enforce the status quo was needed most. The
pattern of the 1920s continued into the 1930s. Finally, when the crisis that
Stresemann had anticipated over Poland came, Eastern Europe’s frontiers were not
redrawn at a summit of Great Powers, at which Germany benefited from the
goodwill it had engendered by behaving as a responsible member of the states
system. Instead, Nazi and Soviet revisionism conspired in the summer of 1939 to
destroy Poland.
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Debating peacemaking in 1919

The opening phase of the debate on the 1919 settlement was dominated by the
memoirs of former members of the British and American delegations to the Peace
Conference. John Maynard Keynes’s The Economic Consequences of the Peace and
Harold Nicolson’s Peacemaking, 1919 are foremost among the British, and Ray
Stannard Baker’s Woodrow Wilson and the World Settlement among the American.
Keynes denounced the Paris peace as both vindictive and ruinous, Nicolson blamed
the chaotic organization for what he described as a botched peace, while Baker
defended Wilson as the champion of a moderate peace and criticized the selfish
Europeans, especially the vindictive French, for what became a punitive one. Between
the two world wars, these criticisms by disillusioned ‘insiders’ resonated powerfully
with revisionist scholarship on the causes of war and the ‘war guilt’ question. For
many, the coming of the Second World War confirmed that the Paris peacemakers
had blundered. Few now took issue with Jacques Bainville’s 1919 verdict that the
Versailles Treaty was ‘too gentle for all that is in it which is harsh’.

After a period of some scholarly neglect, the ideological polarization and the political
turmoil of 1960s’ America gave rise to a fresh interpretation. In Politics and Diplomacy
of Peacemaking: Containment and Counterrevolution at Versailles (London, 1968),
Arno Mayer argued that the peacemakers, alarmed by the spectre of Lenin and the
threat of Bolshevism, were more concerned about reversing the revolutionary tide in
Europe than about founding a truly just social, economic and political order. Although
many took issue with Mayer’s portrayal of peacemaking after 1918 as a contest
between the ‘forces of order’ and the ‘forces of movement’, the historiographical
debate benefited from his shift in focus away from the German question to the
broader ideological and domestic political influences working on the minds of the
peacemakers.

In the early 1970s, the French archives opened for research. The new sources initiated
not only a positive reassessment of French policy, but also a full challenge to the
negative verdicts of the inter-war writers. Several historians argued, for example, that
the French were more moderate and flexible in their peace aims, for instance on
German reparations, and, conversely, that the Americans and the British were more
punitive and inflexible in theirs, than had been previously supposed. The long-held
assumption that reparations were an impossible burden beyond Germany’s capacity
to pay was widely questioned. Historians now see the Paris settlement as a workable
compromise, and perhaps the best one possible under such difficult circumstances.
Mistakes of course were made, so the revisionists admit, but the peacemakers did
not pave the way for Hitler, nor did they condemn Europe to another great war.
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75 Years (Washington, DC, 1998). This impressive collection of essays is essential
reading on the Paris peace and marks the culmination of the revisionism of the
1970s and 1980s.
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Manchuria The history of the twentieth century is in part the story of the relative decline of
The three north-eastern Europe and the rise of non-Europeans to a position of equality within the inter-
provinces of China and home national system; the first step in this process began in East Asia with the rise of

of the Manchu people. From
1932 to 1945, with the

addition of Jehol province, it
became the Japanese puppet first occasion in modern times that an Asian state had vanquished one of the Great

state of Manchukuo. Powers. It was a victory that prompted fear and admiration in Europe and the
Great Powers United States and which reverberated around Asia, inspiring nationalists in China,
Traditionally those states that India and elsewhere to work against Western rule. Over the next forty years the
were held capable of shared Japanese challenge to the status quo continued as it strove to create a hegemonic
responsibility for the position for itself in East Asia, until finally in the Pacific War of 194145 it fatally

management of the undermined the European order in the region while temporarily destroying itself
international order by virtue

of their military and economic in the process.
influence. The motives behind the Japanese challenge to the West in the inter-war period
have been the subject of much debate. In the wake of its defeat in 1945, Japan’s

Japan. In 1904-05 Japan, which had only opened up to the world in 1853,
defeated tsarist Russia in a war over control of Korea and South Manchuria — the

Pacific War expansionism was largely seen as the result of the hijacking of the state in the 1930s
The phrase usually used to S ; K

refer to the Allied war against by a militarist clique that had sought power for its own sake both at home and
Japan from 1941 to 1945. abroad. Simultaneously much emphasis was put on American—Japanese relations
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as the fundamental dynamic within the region. This perspective has gradually been
modified. Studies of Japan itself have questioned whether the imperial Japanese
army should be seen as solely responsible by emphasizing the rivalries within the
Japanese elite and by demonstrating that an internal battle for power continued
even into the Pacific War. More broadly, analysis of the nature of inter-war Japan
has led to interest in the significance of the political, social and economic
imperatives generated by modernization and by its position as a late imperial power.
In addition, a recent development has been the study of the ideological and cultural
roots of Japanese foreign policy. This, in turn, has raised the issue of the degree to
which pan-Asianism and ideas about Japan’s predestined leadership role in Asia
influenced its actions. Meanwhile, works on the international history of East Asia
have demonstrated that many actors influenced the history of the region. In
particular, access to archives in Taipei, Beijing and Moscow has helped to stress the
centrality of China’s own modernization process as a force in regional history and
the importance of the triangular relationship between Russia, China and Japan.
The simple answers provided in the aftermath of the war have thus been replaced
by a complex series of interlocking interpretations.

The First World War in East Asia

In trying to understand the origins of the Pacific War, it is important to see that
Japan’s desire for regional hegemony and the West’s atctempts at containment did
not begin in the 1930s. Indeed, it could be said that the seeds of war went back
to the breakdown in the mid- to late nineteenth century of the traditional China-
centred international system that had dominated East Asia. The steady erosion of
imperial China’s authority under the weight of both external challenges from the
West and internal challenges from a series of large-scale rebellions led Japan into
a fundamental reassessment of its own relationship with the outside world. In one
sense China’s plight posed a grave danger, for there was the possibility that the
resulting power vacuum might be filled by hostile Western powers, particularly
Russia, which would seek to gain not just economic but also political control over
the region. However, at the same time, Chinese decline also provided Japan with
the opportunity to fill this power vacuum itself and to create a new East Asian
international order in its own image. Thus, concerned for its security and desiring
to raise its status, Japan from the 1870s onwards moved to increase its influence
in East Asia. Its fears and ambitions eventually led it into war, first with China in
1894-95 and then with Russia in 1904-05, and conquest, most notably of Taiwan
(1894), South Manchuria (1905) and Korea (1910). In addition, its growing
prestige led it in 1902 to acquire Britain as an ally, for the latter too had misgivings
about Russian ambitions in the region.

For countries such as the United States that were interested chiefly in trade with
East Asia, Japan’s expansion became a matter of some concern. It was feared that
Japan’s pursuit of security might prejudice the right of other countries to trade

pan-Asianism

The idea that Asia should free

itself from Western
imperialism and unite in a

common effort to modernize.

Espoused chiefly by Japan

before 1945, but some Indian
and Chinese nationalists were

also attracted to the concept.

see Map 3.1
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open door

The maintenance in a certain
territory of equal commercial
and industrial rights for the
nationals of all countries. As a
specific policy, it was first
advanced by the United States
in the late nineteenth century
as a way of safeguarding
American economic interests

in China.
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freely in the region, and in particular that it might limit their access to the Chinese
market, thus compromising what the United States referred to as the ‘open door’
to China. Their apprehension might not have been so great had China been in a
position to resist Japanese pressure, but this was not the case. By the start of the
twentieth century the Qing dynasty that ruled China was in terminal decline, its
authority so compromised that it was not able to persuade the provinces to finance
the reforms that it needed to redeem itself. In 1912, due to a rebellion that had
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begun the previous year, the Qing abdicated and a Chinese Republic was
established, ending thousands of years of imperial rule. The republic proved,
however, to be no stronger than its predecessor, for it soon found itself mired in
controversies about its political direction and was no more able to control the
provinces than the Qing had been. As China could not protect itself, Japan was
kept in check largely by the presence of the Western Powers, but this situation
changed with the start of the First World War.

The First World War was for Japan an unprecedented opportunity to
strengthen itself and expand its power in the region. As the Western Powers turned
their attention to the conflagration in Europe, Japan took advantage of their
absence in a number of ways. In the economic sphere, the drying up of European
trade with the region meant that it was in a position to fill the vacuum and its
exports flourished. In addition, the absence of imports from Europe of iron, steel
and chemicals encouraged the development of Japan’s own heavy industrial base.
Japan was thus able to emerge from the war richer than ever before and with a
modernized economy. Above and beyond this, however, the circumstances were
ripe for a further expansion of Japan’s political power in the Asian continent.

Japan entered the First World War in August 1914 when it honoured its
alliance with Britain by declaring war on Germany and attacking the latter’s
Jiaozhou lease in China’s Shandong peninsula. In January 1915 it then attempted
to acquire a predominant position for itself in China by issuing the Twenty-One
Demands, which called for recognition of the secession of Jiaozhou to Japan and
for a variety of economic and political concessions that would dramatically
increase Japan’s influence in Manchuria, the Yangtze valley and Fujian. Owing to
Chinese intransigence and diplomatic pressure from Britain and the United States,
Japan gained only some of its objectives. Undaunted by this opposition, it turned
between 1916 and 1918 to a new strategy, which involved utilizing its new
financial power in the form of loans to China to gain by largess what it could not
seize through coercion.

Japan’s activities in China and its commercial penetration into the hitherto
European-dominated markets in India and South-East Asia did not endear it to
its Entente partners, and in particular alienated its ally Britain. However, as long
as the war dragged on and there was still a need for Japanese naval assistance
against Germany, particularly in the Mediterranean, little could be done to
restrain Tokyo. As well as irritating Britain, Japan also strained its relations with
the United States. To the Wilson administration, Japan’s China policy was a
flagrant violation of the principle of the ‘open door’. Added to this was naval
rivalry, as Japan sought to keep pace with the large-scale expansion of the United
States navy announced in 1916. Moreover, the decision by the United States and
Japan in July 1918 to intervene to restore order in Siberia, while, on the surface,
a demonstration of solidarity, in reality only added another bone of contention,
as each suspected the other of desiring a monopoly over the region’s economic
resources.

The Paris Peace Conference of 1919 did little to dissipate these tensions. Japan
attended with three main aims: first, to formalize its control over the Jiaozhou
lease; second, to acquire the German islands in the west Pacific; and third, to insert
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League of Nations

An international organization
established in 1919 by the
peace treaties that ended the
First World War. Its purpose
was to promote international
peace through collective
security and to organize
conferences on economic and
disarmament issues. It was
formally dissolved in 1946.

mandates

The colonial territories of
Germany and the Ottoman
Empire that were entrusted to
Britain, France, Japan,
Australia and South Africa
under the supervision of a
League of Nations
Commission.
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a clause opposing racial discrimination into the Covenant of the League of
Nations. It thus sought to expand its empire and to seal its position as the equal
of the other Great Powers. It met with only partial success. The United States
initially opposed the transfer of Jiaozhou to Japan, and only relented after the
latter had indicated its intention to ensure the eventual retrocession of the lease
to China. Meanwhile the racial equality clause fell prey to Australias absolute
refusal to make concessions over its immigration policy, while Japan gained the
former German Pacific islands only as League of Nations mandates rather than
outright possessions. Japan thus left the conference only half-satisfied, while the
United States and Britain sought new means to curb Japanese power.

The Washington Conference

From 1919 to 1921 American—Japanese relations remained tense and fears grew
of an all-out naval arms race. In the end, however, the spiral of escalation was
controlled. In November 1921 a conference of the Powers with interests in the
western Pacific convened in Washington to discuss international co-operation in
the region, particularly in regard to China, and how to establish a framework for
naval arms limitation. The conference proved, at least in the short term, to be a
marked success, for by February 1922 it had led to the return of the Jiaozhou
lease to China and the conclusion of three new treaties. These were the Five-Power
Treaty on naval arms limitation, the Four-Power Pact to preserve the status quo
in the Pacific (which allowed for the abrogation of the Anglo-Japanese alliance),
and the Nine-Power Treaty to uphold the open door policy in China.

The obvious question that arises is: why at Washington did Japan abandon its
former policy of single-minded expansion and accept the need for a new
international order in East Asia? One could, of course, rely on a purely realpolitik
explanation, and state that the end of the First World War and the apparent
formation of an Anglo-American bloc forced Japan to accept its relative
powerlessness. To an extent this is true, for Japan clearly realized that its diplomacy
at Paris had failed and that it could not win a naval race with the United States.
However, it is also possible to see its acceptance of the Washington treaties as
symbolic of a new spirit in the country, reflecting the worldwide trend towards
greater idealism in both foreign and domestic policy. Certainly some elements in
the foreign policy elite welcomed Wilsonian ‘new diplomacy’, for they realized
that Japan could benefit from multilateral co-operation as this would both
guarantee its security and allow expansion of its economic stake in China. The
most notable proponent of this view was Kijurd Shidehara, the ambassador to
the United States at the time of the conference, and later foreign minister in
1924-27 and 1929-31.

In addition, Japan was at this time shifting from oligarchical rule towards
government by party politicians: the so-called period of “Taishd democracy’. In
1918 Takashi Hara, the head of the Seiyikai Party, became the first commoner to
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Plate 3.1 Washington Conference, USA, November 1921. From left to right: British
ambassador, Sir Auckland Campbell Geddes, Sir Maurice Hankey, Arthur Balfour
and Arthur Lee in Washington, DC for the International Conference on Naval
Limitation. (Photo by Topical Press Agency/Getty Images)

be made prime minister, and from 1919, as in many other states at the time, the
political agenda came to be dominated by debates about universal suffrage and
labour issues. This shift towards a new mass politics was aided by the relatively
high rate of literacy in Japan, which meant that the new ideas emanating from
the West about issues such as morality in international affairs, unionization and
women’s rights received a wide audience. Indeed, by 1925 Japan would introduce
universal male suffrage and in 1928 socialist parties would stand in a general
election. This change in the nature of Japanese politics had implications for
foreign policy, for the rise of the parties saw a growth of anti-militarist sentiment,
as the military were perceived to be the last bastions of oligarchic government.
This in turn meant that plans for international co-operation, including naval arms
limitation, found a ready constituency in Japan, for such measures would clearly
help to curb the military’s political power.

The treaties signed in 1921-22 helped to shape the nature of international
relations in East Asia for the next twenty years. Indeed, some historians have
described them as constituting a “Washington systeny, in that they established a
new overarching framework for international co-operation in the region. Linked
to this concept is the idea that the Powers agreed to take a ‘gradualist’ approach
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self-determination

The idea that each national
group has the right to establish
its own national state. It is
most often associated with the
tenets of Wilsonian
internationalism and became a
key driving force in the
struggle to end imperialism.

Versailles Treaty

The treaty that ended the
Allied state of hostilities with
Germany in 1919. It included
German territorial losses,
disarmament, a so-called war
guilt clause and a demand that
reparations be paid to the
victors.

Bolsheviks

Originally in 1903 a faction
led by Lenin within the
Russian Social Democratic
Party, over time the Bolsheviks
became a separate party and
led the October 1917
revolution in Russia. After this
‘Bolsheviks’ was used as a
shorthand to refer to the
Soviet government and
communists in general.

Comintern

The Communist or Third
International founded in
Moscow in 1919 as an
organization to direct and
support the activities of
communist parties outside
Russia. It was abolished in
1943 in a short-lived effort by
Stalin to reassure Britain and
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towards China, in which they would slowly shed their privileges as the latter
became more politically stable. This can be seen in the terms of the Nine-Power
Treaty, which committed its signatories to respect Chinas sovereignty and
territorial integrity, and to consider in the near future the raising of its external
tariffs and in the longer term the abolition of extra-territoriality. It is possible,
however, to overstate this case, for in practice little was done to assist China;
indeed, continued economic competition between the Powers seemed to be the
order of the day. For example, at the tariff reform conference of 1925, each of the
Powers viewed assistance to China solely in terms of trade advantages to
themselves. It is therefore possible to exaggerate the degree of Great Power co-
operation engendered by the Washington Conference and the extent to which
the Powers were committed to end China’s inferior status. In practice, the main
focus of the conference was to contain Japan and to restrict international
competition in China to the economic field.

Chinese nationalism and the Northern Expedition

In retrospect, the Washington Conference’s relative indifference to the demands
of Chinese nationalism can be seen as its chief failing, for its achievements relied
on China remaining a passive arena for Great Power economic activity. The
problem was that the Chinese were not willing to play this quiescent role. China,
like Japan, was influenced by the internationalist, democratic and socialist ideas
that arose at the end of the First World War. Within the former, however, they
had an even more profound effect, for they helped to turn what had initially been
a largely intellectual nationalist cause into a mass movement. The main spark came
in May 1919, when the hopes among students that Wilsonian ideas of self-
determination would be applied to China were dashed by the decision under the
Versailles Treaty to transfer the Jiaozhou lease to Japan. This insult to Chinese
prestige led to anti-Japanese demonstrations by students in Beijing and Shanghai
which soon developed into a nationwide protest involving strikes by industrial
workers and a boycott of Japanese goods. This campaign, dubbed the May Fourth
Movement, can now be seen to be a seminal event in Chinese history, for it showed
that the Chinese were willing to take coherent political action against the
imperialists. In the short term, however, while it had a profound influence on
political thoughe, it had little impact on international politics, for in the turmoil
of the warlord years there was no central force capable of tapping its potential.
What China needed if it was to turn its nationalism into an effective weapon
against imperialism was a modern political and military organization and greater
ideological coherence. The construction of both was, however, to require co-
operation from another state — the Soviet Union.

The Bolsheviks, who were notable by their absence from the Washington
Conference, had decided by the early 1920s that the Comintern should become
active in the colonized parts of the world. The aim, however, was not to create



JAPAN, CHINA AND THE PACIFIC WAR

proletarian revolutions in the colonized countries, for they clearly lacked the
economic conditions for such ventures, but primarily to support nationalist
parties in order to undermine Western imperialism. However, at the same time
the Comintern sought to encourage the growth of indigenous communist
movements in an effort to assist the mobilization of the masses and to prepare for
the future. As a result, the Comintern’s interest in Asia, added to Lenin’s musings
on the nature of imperialism, had a profound effect, for, by stressing that socialism
and nationalism were fighting against the same common enemy, Lenin helped to
radicalize a new generation of Asian nationalists. Moreover, Marxism-Leninism
appealed to figures such as the young Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai and Ho Chi
Minh, because it made clear why traditional society had failed to resist foreign
encroachment and provided a blueprint for future modernization and social
equality. The virulently nationalist Asian Marxist hybrid that was to thwart the
superpowers in the Cold War thus had its origins in this era.

China in the early 1920s appeared to Moscow to be a viable field for
Comintern activities and, in particular, the Guomindang (GMD) party created
by the veteran nationalist Sun Yatsen, which espoused anti-imperial ideas mixed
with a vaguely socialist domestic agenda, emerged as an attractive potential
partner. In January 1923 a Comintern agent, Alfred Joffe, met Sun in Shanghai
where they agreed on a framework for Soviet support for the GMD. This included
the promise of advisers, arms and the establishment of a ‘United Front’ between
the GMD and the infant Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which had only been
established in 1921. The following autumn the first Comintern advisers arrived
at Sun’s political base in Guangzhou in southern China.

Over the next three years Soviet assistance helped to turn the GMD into a
formidable political and military machine. As early as 1925, shortly after Sun’s
death, the GMD, taking advantage of Britain’s heavy-handed treatment of a
Chinese demonstration in Shanghai, organized a sixteen-month strike that para-
lysed British trade in Hong Kong and Guangzhou. At the same time its armed
forces expanded its area of direct control over Guangdong and Guangxi provinces.
Its very success, however, raised questions about its future direction. Should the
GMD secek to spread the nationalist cause merely through political actions such
as strikes and boycotts or should it unite China militarily under its own rule?
The answer was provided by Sun’s successor as the dominant figure within the
party, Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kaishek), who in July 1926 launched the Northern
Expedition, a military offensive to unify the country.

The Northern Expedition was an event of great significance for, as well as
leading to Chinese unification under the GMD, it forced the Great Powers to
review their policies towards China. Britain and the United States after careful
deliberation came to the view that they should reconcile themselves to the rise of
Chinese nationalism, on the grounds that concessions over its territorial privileges
now could safeguard their positions in the Chinese market later. This approach
meant that once tensions dissipated, particularly after Jiang abruptly broke with
the Comintern in April 1927 and purged the GMD of Soviet and CCP influence,
they were well placed to enter into a new relationship with nationalist China.
Thus, from 1928, when Jiang set up his Nationalist government in Nanjing, both
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of these Powers proved willing to enter into negotiations about returning tariff
autonomy to China and getting rid of extra-territoriality. Japan, however, took a
different view, for although willing to make concessions about its commercial
interests, it could not accede to China’s demands for the return of all territories
that had been leased to foreign powers. The sticking point was the Kwantung lease
in South Manchuria that Japan had gained in 1905 as one of the fruits of the
Russo-Japanese War. For economic, military and political reasons, Japan could not
afford to make concessions about this leased territory or about its ownership of
the South Manchurian Railway (SMR). Equally, the Nanjing government could
not compromise its ‘rights recovery’ policy by opting not to raise the issue of the
future of the Kwantung lease. Japan and China were therefore on a collision
course.

The Manchurian Crisis

From 1928 tensions in Manchuria steadily escalated, largely because the pro-
Jiang warlord who controlled the region, Zhang Xueliang, tried to challenge
Japanese influence by building railways in parallel to those owned by the SMR.
Zhang’s provocative behaviour appeared to the Kwantung Army, the Japanese
military force in the region, to be an ample justification for Japanese annexation
of Manchuria. On 18 September 1931, after a tense summer, middle-ranking
officers of the Kwantung Army, without prior approval from Shidehara, now
foreign minister, or even the army general staff in Tokyo, staged an incident
on the SMR outside Shenyang which they used as a pretext for military action.
Over the next six months the Kwantung Army brought the whole of Manchuria
under its control and established the new state of Manchukuo, and in so doing
permanently undermined ‘Shidehara diplomacy’ and set East Asia on the road to
a wider conflagration.

Various reasons have been postulated to explain why the Kwantung Army
precipitated the Manchurian Crisis in defiance of the civilian government in
Tokyo and how it succeeded in redefining Japan’s national agenda. In part, its
actions can be seen as a reaction to Chinese provocations and a revival of Russian
power in the region, and the fear that, over the long term, Japan’s position in
Manchuria would be steadily undermined. However, it is important to recognize
that the seizure of Manchuria was just as much an act of expansion as one of
defence.

One important motive behind the Kwantung Army’s actions was the desire to
seize the economic resources of the area in order to enhance Japan’s ability to
mobilize for total war. Following the First World War, some army officers, such
as Tetsuzan Nagata and Kanji Ishiwara, believed that Germany’s defeat was largely
the result of the Allied blockade. This had important ramifications for Japan
because, as a resource-poor island nation, it was itself open to such economic
pressure. The answer therefore was a ‘drive for autarky” which would give Japan
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the industrial and military capability to defeat its major potential enemies, the
Soviet Union and the United States. In this the seizure of Manchuria with its coal
and iron ore resources and its potential to become a major industrial producer was
a vital preliminary step.

Events in Manchuria were also conditioned by domestic instability within
Japan. One aspect of this was the growing division between the services and the
government over the size of the armed forces. In 1930 the government made the
imperial Japanese navy agree to the terms of the London Naval Treaty concern-
ing quantitative limitation for cruisers. This led the army, which already in 1925
had suffered a cut of four divisions, to fear that at the forthcoming Geneva dis-
armament conference it would be asked to accept further reductions in its
strength. The army’s actions in Manchuria can thus be seen as an attempt to justify
its own existence and to use a sense of national crisis to increase its power over
civilians.

Despite the Kwantung Army’s considerable autonomy in military matters, it
still did not in itself have the ability to defy the government and completely
reconfigure Japanese external policy; that could only take place if its actions
attracted broad domestic support. However, the economic conditions that existed
in the early 1930s were such that the public was generally supportive of the
Manchurian adventure. By 1931 Japan was feeling the full force of the world
depression, which, owing to falling prices for rice and raw silk, hit rural areas
particularly hard. Matters were not helped by the government’s decision in January
1930 to return the yen to the gold standard in the hope that the discipline of
exchange into gold would encourage long-term growth and competitiveness.
Unfortunately this move had exactly the opposite effect, for the high interest rates
required to support parity caused a decline in domestic demand and investment,
while at the same time the high value of the yen hit Japan’s exports.

The economic distress naturally poisoned the political climate. Already the
popularity of the political parties had been eroded as a result of a series of
corruption scandals and the impression that the politicians only served the
interests of the large Japanese industrial and trading combines, the zaibatsu. The
Depression heightened this animosity, and led to ‘ultra-nationalists’ rejecting the
whole concept of party government and to a proliferation of nationalist societies
offering solutions to the pressures engendered by modernization. To some of these
groups, the answer to Japan’s problems lay in a complete rejection of Western ideas
and a return to national unity based upon traditional Japanese values. Others were
drawn to the fascist model of development emanating from Italy and later
Germany, showing how to use state planning and corporatism to achieve social
stability and economic progress.

In this heated atmosphere, the actions of the Kwantung Army clearly struck a
resonant chord, for the attempt to construct a new Manchuria at least seemed to
provide a possible solution to Japan’s economic crisis. To many in Japan the
supposedly ‘virgin land’ of Manchuria appeared as a ‘lifeline’ which would rescue
them from the trough of the Depression. To the business community it appeared
as a new market for trade and investment, to the struggling agricultural community
it offered new fertile pastures, and to intellectuals a laboratory for putting state
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planning into practice. The media, in their desire for increased circulation, fuelled
this wave of enthusiasm by lauding the achievements of the army and the idealism
of the ‘Manchukuo’ experiment. Faced with this outpouring of emotion, the two
major political parties, together with many other groups within Japan, including
some of the socialist parties, trade unions and even women’s societies, were forced
to accept the position of patriotic supporters of expansion.

Another aspect of the crisis that made it difficult for the ‘internationalists’ in
Japan to control the situation was the reaction of China and the Powers to events
in Manchuria. In 1931 the Nanjing government was still comparatively weak and
had only nominal control over large areas of the country. It faced challenges to its
authority from the remaining warlords, from discontented elements within the
GMD, and most of all from the CCP, which controlled some rural areas in China,
notably the Jiangxi Soviet. As China could not hope to win a war in this condition,
Jiang decided to make internal reconstruction his priority, and therefore to follow
a policy of ‘non-resistance’ towards Japan and to appeal to the League of Nations
and the United States for assistance.

This did little to assist China, as the League’s ability to influence Japan was
strictly limited. The problem was that, while the smaller states in the League
engaged in enthusiastic rhetoric supporting China’s cause, the organization could
only provide assistance in the shape of military or economic sanctions if the Great
Power members, such as Britain, and non-members, such as the United States,
were willing to act. This level of support was not, however, forthcoming. Both
Britain and the United States were unprepared militarily, and the idea of
introducing sanctions in the midst of a depression was not a viable political
option. The League and the United States therefore did little more than register
their disquiet. In January 1932 Washington announced that it would not
recognize Japan’s fruits of aggression, while in February 1933 the League of
Nations Assembly voted to adopt the Lytton Report, which, although criticizing
Chinese provocations, declared that Japan’s actions were illegitimate and that the
new state of Manchukuo was not an expression of popular self-determination.

The high level of criticism but lack of firm action by the international
community played into the hands of the hard-liners in Tokyo, for it suggested that
Japan could not rely on the outside world for a ‘just’ hearing. It was also easy to
link this chorus of disapproval to earlier acts of perceived discrimination against
Japan, such as the defeat of the racial discrimination clause in 1919 and the anti-
Japanese nature of the US Immigration Act of 1924, and thus claim that the latest
criticisms fitted into a pattern of racist ill-treatment. Moreover, this image was
reinforced by the belief that, as Britain and France were turning their own empires
into protectionist blocs and the United States dominated trade in Latin America,
it was unfair of them to criticize Japan for constructing its own empire. Japan
thus perceived itself as a ‘have-not’ country hemmed in by a hypocritical Anglo-
American status quo, which, if not resisted, would assign Japan to perpetual
poverty and desperation. In this feverish atmosphere the hitherto largely
marginalized radical pan-Asianists, who had ever since the late nineteenth century
decried the West and called on Japan to liberate Asia from European oppression,
at last found an audience and exerted influence on foreign policy as never before.
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The ‘internationalist’ party politicians and diplomats in Japan proved to be
unable to counter or resist the arguments of the ultra-nationalists and, as a result,
their influence began to be eclipsed. As a result of Manchuria and its own failed
economic policies, in December 1931 the Minseito government, with Shidehara
as foreign minister, fell from power and was replaced by a Seiytikai administra-
tion led by Tsuyoshi Inukai. However, in an atmosphere of increasing political
violence, Inukai also failed to appease the Right, and on 15 May 1932 was
assassinated by a group of ultra-nationalist naval cadets. After Inukai’s death the
emperor’s advisers judged that the political parties could no longer ensure stability
and he therefore appointed a ‘national unity’ administration under Admiral
Makoto Saito. From this point until 1945, although the Diet would continue to
scrutinize legislation, there were to be no party governments. With the reduction
of the influence of the party politicians, the army asserted itself as the dominant
voice in government, and Japan moved towards an explicit rejection of the post-
war order, including withdrawal from the League of Nations in March 1933 and
the rejection of arms control.

Japan’s ‘Monroe Doctrine’ for East Asia

The most important result of Japan’s new policy was that from 1933 it shifted
towards espousing the idea that it should establish its own ‘Monroe Doctrine’ for
East Asia. This arose out of the belief that the foundation of China’s antagonism
towards Japan was its reliance upon and manipulation by the Western Powers. It
was therefore held that if Japan limited Western activities in the region, China
could be persuaded to co-operate, and that this would pave the way for the
development of regional prosperity under Japanese leadership. The clearest
exposition of this view came in the Amau statement of 18 April 1934, when the
spokesman of the Japanese Foreign Ministry, Eiji Amau, expounded these ideas
to the press. There was, of course, a sizeable pan-Asian element in these senti-
ments, but in addition there was a clear economic rationale. In a world in which
the major Powers were retreating into their own economic blocs, and where
Japanese exports, such as cotton textile goods, were the subject of economic
discrimination, Japan was keen to establish its own trade bloc in East Asia. The
increasing trade rivalry between Japan and the European colonial Powers in South
and South-East Asia from 1932 to 1936, which was caused by the increased
competitiveness of Japanese goods after the devaluation of the yen in late 1931,
only helped to fuel this sentiment.

The problem, however, for Foreign Minister Koki Hirota was that he was not
allowed to pursue this policy unhindered, for the army had its own rationale for
supporting a bloc economy, which differed from that of the Foreign Ministry. The
army saw China as a vital source of raw materials for the achievement of autarky,
which was now considered more desirable than ever as a result of the rising
tensions with the Soviet Union along Manchuria’s borders with Outer Mongolia
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and Siberia. Indeed, such was the level of hostility within Japan that as early as
1932 the army minister, General Sadao Araki, began to talk openly of a ‘year of
crisis’ coming in 1936, when preparations for war with the Soviets would be
completed. In this situation the army soon grew impatient with the slow progress
made by Hirota in weaning the Nanjing government away from its reliance on the
West. In addition, it had serious doubts about whether such a policy stood any
chance of success, for it believed that Jiang Jieshi was not negotiating with Japan
sincerely, but only in order to gain time. The army therefore pursued its own
China policy, which often conflicted with that of Hirota. As early as 1933-34 the
Kwantung Army, in order to expand Japanese influence and pre-empt the Soviets,
supported forces in Inner Mongolia secking independence from China. In 1935
it went much further and took measures in the summer and autumn to establish
autonomy for the five provinces of northern China, thus undermining Hirota’s
efforts and heightening Sino-Japanese tensions.

Still fearing the prospect of war and concentrating on the extinction of the
CCP, Jiang reluctantly acquiesced to the Japanese army’s demands, but this was
to be the last act of his ‘non-resistance’ policy, which had only ever been designed
to appease the Japanese for as long as his domestic position remained weak and
there was no chance of foreign support. In 1935-36 conditions began to change
and make resistance possible. One key development was the strengthening of the
Nanjing government. In 1934 Jiang’s German-trained army drove the CCP out
of its Jiangxi stronghold, forcing it to engage in the Long March to Shaanxi
province. While the fortitude shown in this event by the CCP would become part
of party mythology, in the short term its main effect was to cripple the party and
thus reduce its challenge to Nanjing’s authority. In addition, it appeared that the
modernization policies that the GMD had pursued since taking power were finally
paying off. For example, the Nanjing government began to grow financially
stronger, particularly after the successful introduction of a new currency in the
autumn of 1935. This change in political and economic fortunes meant that
when, in 1935-36, the humiliation in north China led to a ‘National Salvation
Movement’ clamouring for an end to appeasement and for resistance against
Japanese aggression, Jiang was able to risk toughening his policy towards Japan,
even though he felt these calls to be premature.

In addition, Jiang’s fortunes were changing on the international front. In
August 1935, owing to the Soviet Union’s fear of Japanese attack, the Seventh
Congress of the Comintern called for a united front in China to resist Japan.
Against the will of the CCP, within which Mao had now emerged as the dominant
figure, the Comintern announced that Jiang had to be included in this ‘united
front’ as he was the only truly national figure in the country, and therefore
resistance against Japan could not work without him. To reinforce this policy, the
Soviet Union promised its support if the Nanjing government found itself at war
with Japan. At the same time, Britain and the United States also appeared to be
taking a greater interest in China, seeing its market as a valuable spur to their own
economic recovery. Jiang therefore could take comfort from the hope that, if
resistance did provoke Japan, he might be able to garner support from some of
the major Powers.
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Jiang’s tougher stance first manifested itself in the autumn of 1936 when, after
a number of incidents involving attacks on Japanese nationals and property, he
rejected the usual litany of demands that issued from Tokyo. However, he still
wished for the eradication of the CCP before engaging upon a policy of full
resistance, and in early December 1936 flew to Xi’an to goad Zhang Xueliang,
now the commander in Shaanxi, to pursue the campaign against the still weak
CCP. Zhang, however, believed that full resistance against Japan was long over-
due. He therefore responded to these exhortations by taking Jiang prisoner and,
with Soviet and CCP backing, refused to release him until he had undertaken
to resist Japan and end the civil war in China. Jiang had no choice but to comply.
The Xi’an incident marked the point of no return for Jiang, for now he was
publicly committed to resist Japan. All it would take would be another incident
and a conflict with Japan was assured.

At first, however, it appeared that the clouds of war were receding, for major
changes were under way in Japan. After a failed coup by a group of disaffected
officers in February 1936, those within the army who sought to build a ‘national
defence state’, such as Ishiwara Kanji, the head of the operations section of the
army general staff, became more powerful. This group had come to believe that
the confrontational policy towards China practised by the Kwantung Army was
counter-productive and that it distracted Japan from preparing to meet the Soviet
challenge. They therefore sought to rebuild Sino-Japanese relations, while
endeavouring at home to promote greater state control over industry. In June 1937
the prospects for this new direction appeared favourable with the appointment of
Prince Fumimaro Konoe as prime minister. Konoe sympathized with the army,
but at the same time was well placed to reconcile Japan’s financial and industrial
elite to further rearmament.

The Sino-Japanese War

On 7 July 1937, less than a month after Konoe took office, an incident took place
at the Marco Polo Bridge outside Beijing. There is no evidence in this case to
suggest that the incident was staged or deliberately provoked by the local Japanese
forces. In addition, it is clear that, at least initially, the authorities in Tokyo did
not desire any escalation of the fighting, as Ishiwara and others feared the derailing
of their long-term plans for the building of a war economy. However, once
fighting began, it proved very difficult to contain as neither side wished to be the
first to make a concession. In late July the Japanese government decided to punish
Jiang’s intransigence by launching a full-scale offensive in north China. The war
soon spread to central China, for Jiang’s reaction to the hostilities in the north
was to open a new front in Shanghai. This had the advantage of bringing the
conflict into an area of Western interest, thus hopefully precipitating British and
American support for China. In addition, this was the region where GMD control
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was greatest and where Jiang’s German-trained army divisions were stationed.
Thus, by mid-August, a Sino-Japanese war was well under way.

The Japanese believed that they could inflict a rapid defeat upon China, which
would pave the way for a negotiated solution of the problems in Sino-Japanese
relations and a return to the construction of a defence state at home. In order
to bring about a swift conclusion to the conflict, the Japanese pursued peace
talks while fighting continued around Shanghai. However, although the Chinese
suffered a series of setbacks, such as the fall of Shanghai in November and of
Nanjing in December, they refused to make peace on Japan’s terms. The problem
for Japan was that Jiang was not in a mood or position to compromise. On
21 August 1937 a Sino-Soviet non-aggression pact was signed which led the
Russians to start a policy of large-scale military aid and assistance to China in
the hope that its resistance would prevent any Japanese offensive against
Siberia. Soviet support paved the way for a new ‘united front agreement between
the Nanjing government and the CCP, in which, in the interests of co-operation
against Japanese imperialism, the latter recognized the former’s political author-
ity in return for considerable political and military autonomy. Once the ‘united
front’ was established, Jiang’s range of options narrowed even further, for it
was clear that if he appeased Japan, this would only increase support for the
CCP, which would claim for itself the mantle of being China’s only true
‘nationalist’ party.

In addition, moves within the Western democracies encouraged Jiang’s
resistance. The revival of Japanese aggression led to a wave of sympathy for China
in the West, particularly after newspapers and newsreels carried stories of the
Japanese bombing of civilians in Shanghai, Nanjing and Guangzhou. The result
was that in both government and public circles there was talk of unleashing
economic sanctions against Japan. On 5 October Roosevelt made his ‘quarantine’
speech, in which he hinted at the need for a naval blockade of Japan, and a day
later the League of Nations called for a conference of the signatories of the Nine-
Power Treaty to be convened in Brussels. In the short term, this anti-Japanese
sentiment led to nothing substantial, for Britain was too preoccupied by events
in Europe to send its fleet to East Asia, while Roosevelt remained hemmed in by
isolationist opinion. Even Japanese attacks on both American and British gun-
boats on the Yangtze in December 1937 only led to a brief call for united action
before the moment passed. However, the Western democracies did take some
measures to bolster China’s resistance. In February 1938, for example, the British
agreed to the construction of a road linking Yunnan province to Burma, while
the Americans in the summer introduced a ‘moral embargo’ on aircraft exports to
Japan.

Such moves encouraged Jiang in his belief that there must be a limit to the
West’s patience, and thus he remained impervious to Japan’s calls on him to
surrender. Frustrated by Jiang’s recalcitrance in January 1938 the Japanese called
off the peace talks that they had established through German channels and
announced that they no longer recognized the GMD government. Instead they
now concentrated on achieving a military victory and building a ‘national defence
state’ through such measures as the General Mobilization Law of April 1938.
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Even after a year of war, however, Japan found itself as far from victory as ever.
To a considerable extent it blamed this on Western support for China. From the
autumn of 1938 it therefore sought to isolate China from the West. One of the
major planks of Japanese policy was to appeal to China by emphasizing, as it had
done before in the Amau statement, that it sought no more than to bring about
co-operation between and prosperity for the peoples of East Asia. Accordingly, in
the ‘New Order in East Asia’ statement of 3 November 1938, Konoe called for a
union between Japan, Manchukuo and China. These pan-Asian sentiments were,
however, too far from the reality of Japanese practice to persuade many Chinese.
By this stage in the war Japan had engaged in a number of atrocities against
Chinese civilians, such as the Nanjing massacre in December 1937, which made
its words about brotherly co-operation sound decidedly unconvincing. Still, the
‘New Order’ did lead to the defection of one leading GMD figure, Wang Jingwei,
from Jiang’s camp and after much delay he established a puppet regime in Nanjing
in April 1940.

In addition, Japan sought to apply pressure on the Western Powers. Within
China it began a policy of harassment towards their territorial concessions,
particularly at Tianjin in north China, in order to try to force them to become
more strictly neutral. In addition to this, in the autumn/winter of 1938-39 it
expanded its influence over south China and the South China Sea, thus beginning
to encroach on the European possessions in South-East Asia. Another weapon in
the Japanese arsenal was to strengthen its ties with the Axis Powers in Europe.
Even before the Sino-Japanese War, the army had pressed for links with Germany
in order to contain the Soviet threat and this had led on 25 November 1936 to
the conclusion of the Anti-Comintern Pact. This agreement provided for an
exchange of information on Comintern activities as well as a guarantee that if
Russia attacked either signatory, the other would not assist the Soviets in any way.
With the start of the Sino-Japanese War, Japan soon recognized that its links with
the Axis could be used as a diplomatic weapon against the Western democracies.
This led it to welcome the accession of Italy to the Anti-Comintern Pact on
5 November 1937, and in late 1938 to engage in military alliance talks with the
Axis Powers. Japan, however, found that it could not go as far as the Axis Powers
desired and the latter concluded the Pact of Steel in May 1939 without Japanese
involvement.

Japan’s prevarication was the result of a key weakness in its position, which was
that, although it greatly resented the West’s attitude, it still needed to trade with
the democracies. In particular, Japan depended for most of its raw materials, such
as oil, rubber, wool and tin, on the United States and the British Empire, and this
reliance had grown rapidly as a result of the economic demands of the war with
China. To come out in open opposition to them thus raised the danger that Japan
might become the victim of economic sanctions. The precariousness of its position
was underlined in July 1939, when the Roosevelt administration, in the light of
domestic pressures and the recent Japanese confrontation with Britain over
Tianjin, announced the abrogation of its commercial treaty with Japan. Japan’s
difficulties became even greater with the start of the European war, for the British
and French empires now became war economies which limited Japan’s ability to
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Germany, Italy and Japan.
These three Powers were
formally linked by the
German—Japanese Anti-
Comintern Pact of November
1936, which Italy signed one
year later, and the Tripartite
Pact of September 1940.
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The regime led by Marshal
Pétain that surrendered to
Hitler's Germany in June
1940 and subsequently
controlled France until
liberation in 1944.
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acquire raw materials from these sources. Thus, despite its efforts to use coercion
to bring about the end of Western support for China, Japan found itself no nearer
a successful conclusion to the war and faced new threats to the economic
foundations of its war effort.

Towards the Pacific War

A possible way out of its dilemma was provided by news from Europe. In May
and June 1940 Germany seized control of Holland, forced France to surrender,
and threatened to extinguish British resistance. The weakening of these European
Powers suddenly meant that the colonies of South-East Asia, such as French
Indochina, the Dutch East Indies, and British Malaya, Borneo and Burma, were
very susceptible to Japanese pressure. This raised the possibility that Japan could
bring pressure to bear on the colonial authorities in order to stop trade with China
and increase its own access to raw materials from the region. Germany’s new
ascendancy in Europe thus provided a ‘once in a lifetime’ opportunity. In the
consequent mood of national enthusiasm, Konoe, who had resigned as prime
minister in January 1939, was recalled to the premiership in July 1940 with the
task of forming a ‘new order’ at home and increasing Japan’s influence abroad.

Konoe chose as his foreign minister the controversial figure of Yosuke
Matsuoka. Matsuoka acted quickly to increase Japan’s influence in South-East
Asia. On 1 August he announced that Japan intended to construct a Greater East
Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere. This was rapidly followed by the sending of an
economic mission to the Dutch East Indies and an agreement with the Vichy
French regime in Indochina to allow the stationing of Japanese troops in Tonkin.
In addition, in autumn 1940 and into early 1941 he attempted to increase Japan’s
influence in South-East Asia by mediating in a border dispute between Thailand
and French Indochina. On the global scale he signed a Tripartite Pact with the
Axis Powers on 27 September, which was designed to keep America from
intervening either in Europe or in Asia by threatening it with the possibility of
having to fight a two-front war. Matsuoka’s hope was that this would force
Washington, and by inference London, to agree to Japanese penetration into
South-East Asia.

This new assertiveness did not, however, have the intended effect on the United
States and Britain, for not only did they refuse to acquiesce, they also began to
take retaliatory action. The cause was not only the provocative nature of Japanese
actions, but also the fact that South-East Asia’s raw materials were vital for the
British war effort against Germany and for American rearmament, and thus had
to be protected. On 26 September Washington retaliated against the move into
North Indochina by announcing a ban on the export of scrap metal and petroleum
capable of conversion into aviation fuel. Britain followed suit and over the next
months pressed the Americans to go further and jointly introduce a concerted
policy of economic warfare against Japan. Finally, in February 1941, after rumours
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that Japan was about to negotiate control over military bases in South Indochina
and Thailand, the United States responded to British pressure. Over the next few
months an economic noose was constructed around Japan, which involved
limiting its ability to trade with not only the British Empire and the United States,
but also Latin America and the Middle East. The only major commodity that
remained untouched was oil. In addition, regional defence talks began between
the British Empire, the Americans and the Dutch, along with collaboration over
intelligence and propaganda issues.

The situation by the spring of 1941 was therefore that, although Japan had
managed to strengthen its position, it had not removed the obstacles to its
expansion. Two further gambits were in store. First, in March 1941 talks were
begun in Washington by Ambassador Kichisaburo Nomura with Secretary of
State Cordell Hull in order to try to find a solution to American—Japanese
differences. Second, on his way back from a visit to Europe to meet with Hitler
and Mussolini, Matsuoka stopped in Moscow to sign a Neutrality Pact with the
Soviet Union, which in theory freed Japan to concentrate upon southern
expansion. Further problems, however, emerged, for Hull took an unexpectedly
tough line in the negotiations, while on 22 June Hitler upset Japan’s calculations
by declaring war upon the Soviet Union. Japan was now torn between taking
advantage of the USSR’s predicament and launching an assault on Siberia or
taking further moves in the south. On 2 July at an Imperial Conference it avoided
this stark choice by deciding to make preparations for a northern war, while at
the same time improving its position in South-East Asia by placing troops in
South Indochina. This attempt to maintain strategic flexibility soon, however, met
an obstacle.

As a result of the American ability to read the Japanese diplomatic code,
Washington was aware of the decisions taken at the Imperial Conference. Fearing
that either an advance south against British interests or an attack north on the
Soviet Union would assist the German war effort, Roosevelt decided that the
occupation of South Indochina should be used as a justification for the intro-
duction of restrictions on oil exports to Japan. Whether Roosevelt intended to
introduce a complete embargo or whether one was implemented by bureaucratic
error is still a matter of debate, but what is clear is that after the Japanese move
into South Indochina in late July, its oil imports dried up. Japan was now faced
with a grave dilemma: before its oil supplies ran dry, it had to make a choice
between trying to find an acceptable diplomatic settlement with the United States
or seizing the raw materials of South-East Asia, including the oil of the Dutch East
Indies, which would involve war with both America and Britain.

Typically Japan pursued both goals; it prepared for war while simultaneously
attempting to find a way out through negotiations. The problem with this strategy
was that the bellicosity of Japan’s military movements naturally contradicted its
avowed belief that a diplomatic solution could be achieved. Further undermining
the diplomatic route was the fact that Western faith in Japan’s sincerity was already
limited, owing to the fact that the latter remained allied to Nazi Germany, and
was collaborating with the Axis over intelligence, propaganda and trade issues. If
this were not enough, the talks were also doomed by another factor, namely that,
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while Japan became increasingly desperate to reach a settlement, American policy
rested on extending the Hull-Nomura talks for as long as possible. Washington’s
hope was that, while the negotiations were in progress, the United States and
Britain could use their economic and military power to tip the balance of power
in the Pacific against Japan and thus deter it from going to war.

The Western belief in the efficacy of this policy rested on two false assumptions
derived largely from a faulty interpretation of intelligence. First, there was a
conviction that the Japanese armed forces were of indifferent quality. They had,
after all, failed to win the war in China and appeared to possess technologically
backward weapons compared with those available in the West. The second factor
was that it was held that the Japanese were aware of their relative weakness and
that this heightened their innate cautiousness. Thus while Japan might threaten
to take dire action, it was believed that, in all likelihood, this was bluff. Con-
sequently it was held that the current Anglo-American military presence in the
region, along with the promise of gradual reinforcements in the shape of American
bombers and British capital ships, was a sufficient deterrent to Japanese aggression.

In these circumstances the Hull-Nomura talks stood little chance of success.
The West felt that it had little reason to compromise because of its misreading of
the military balance, while Japan was not prepared to make satisfactory con-
cessions to the United States, particularly in regard to the conclusion of the war
in China. Faced with the lack of a diplomatic escape route, the government of
General Hideki T6j6, which had taken office in October 1941, felt that it had no
choice but to go to war and hope that a series of rapid victories, allied with
German successes in Europe, would force the democracies into a compromise
peace in the Pacific. This proved to be a fatal miscalculation.

Conclusion

The origins of the war that began on 7/8 December 1941 with the Japanese
invasion of Malaya and the attack on the American naval base at Pearl Harbor
can be seen from a number of perspectives. In regard to the immediate origins, it
is probably safest to see the conflict as part of a global conflagration in which Japan
sided with Germany and Italy against the Anglo-American world order. The
essential issue that led to rising tensions in 1941 was the future of South-East Asia,
whose resources were vital for both blocs in their pursuit of victory. Once a battle
for influence in that region began, war could not be avoided.

It is also possible, however, to say that the war had long-term roots and that a
clash between Japan and the Western democracies was always likely and perhaps
increasingly inevitable. The fundamental point is that tectonic forces were at work;
that from the turn of the century Japan was a rapidly modernizing power and that
this naturally alarmed the West, which feared for its trading interests. This
therefore led to Western suspicion of Japan, which in turn engendered feelings of
insecurity in the lacter.
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Debating the intelligence failure at Pearl Harbor

While there are many areas of debate about the origins of the Pacific War, public
attention has been concentrated upon one issue above all others - whether
President Franklin Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill had
foreknowledge of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, but failed to do anything to
prevent the assault in order to provide an opportunity for American entry into the
Second World War. The controversy about this issue began in the immediate post-
war era when a number of books by critics of the late president accused him of
deliberate subterfuge over Pearl Harbor. They argued that the intelligence
information available to the president, which was revealed by the Congressional
investigation into the Pearl Harbor attack in 1945-46, meant that he must have
known a Japanese attack was imminent. These politically motivated attacks on
Roosevelt were effectively parried by Roberta Wohlstetter’s excellent book, Pear/
Harbor: Warning and Decision (Stanford, CA, 1962), which demonstrated the folly of
imagining that the intelligence pinpointing an air raid on Hawaii would necessarily
have stood out amid the wealth of intelligence material available to Washington.
Gordon Prange’s monumental study, At Dawn We Slept: The Untold Story of Pearl
Harbor (New York, 1981), took a similar view.

However, reminiscences by intelligence officers and confusion about whether the
United States and Britain were able to read Japanese naval codes meant that the
conspiracy theories have re-emerged with a vengeance over the past decade or so,
particularly in the contentious arguments used by James Rusbridger and Eric Nave,
Betrayal at Pearl Harbor: How Churchill Lured Roosevelt into War (London, 1991) and
Robert Stinnett, Day of Deceit: The Truth about FDR and Pearl Harbor (New York,
2000). These books have, however, failed to provide conclusive evidence that any
intelligence reports indicating Japan’s intentions reached those at the highest level
of government; indeed, contemporary diaries and records of meetings suggest that
the attention of those in authority was focused on a possible Japanese thrust into
South-East Asia rather than an attack on Hawaii. The Pearl Harbor controversy is a
classic example of a historical conspiracy that can be neither proved nor disproved
and as such invites endless speculation. In doing so, however, it detracts from a true
understanding of the origins of the Pacific War to the detriment of real history.

Heightening this atmosphere of mutual unease were a number of phenomena
in the inter-war period that exacerbated Japan’s desire for hegemony and security.
The most obvious example is the Depression. The severity of the slump between
1929 and 1931 caused a crisis in Japan, which led it to reject the pro-Western
orientation of the 1920s in domestic politics and foreign policy and to seek a new
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order at home and expansion overseas in order to overcome the problems of
modernization. Japans subsequent military adventures in East Asia and, in
addition, its export of cheap consumer goods to the European colonial empires
directly challenged Western interests and provoked substantial hostility which was
reined in only by the fact that there were even more pressing security problems in
Europe. Thus, well before 1941, Japan was already identified in the United States
and Britain as a pariah state. The West’s criticisms, however, failed to restrain Japan
and, if anything, only contributed to its desire for expansion, for it exacerbated
pan-Asian sentiments and calls for Japanese ‘liberation’ of Asia.

The other vital factor in the inter-war period was the change in Japan’s
geopolitical position as a result of the rise of nationalism in China and the growing
strength of the Soviet Union. The inter-war period saw a marked shift in Chinds
role in the international system from being little more than a canvas for
international competition to becoming a modern nation-state determined to rid
itself of all vestiges of foreign imperialism. As such, nationalist China naturally
rejected Japan’s pretensions to regional leadership. Meanwhile, Japan pursued a
policy that brought it into direct conflict with this new nationalist China. Failing
to understand both China’s pride and its animosity towards Japan, the Japanese
authorities sought to force the Nanjing government to accept co-operation. For
Japan, this co-operation was essential, for it feared the military and ideological
threat posed by Russia, and knew that without China’s raw materials, it could not
achieve autarky and thus resist the Soviet threat. Reinforcing its concern was the
danger that, if Japan left China to itself, the latter might be susceptible to
communist influence. Japan was thus determined that China should accept its
guidance and the construction of a ‘New Order in East Asia’ and believed that, as
the Nanjing government was still militarily and politically weak, it could be bent
to Tokyo’s will. In such circumstances, war between these Asian neighbours was
more or less unavoidable and this in turn added further strain to Japan’s relations
with the West.

Japan’s path to war was thus the result of both internal and external forces. It
sought expansion in order to overcome the problems engendered by modern-
ization and to guarantee its security through the achievement of autarky. However,
it never developed any coherent plan of action and found that its striving for
hegemony only worsened rather than improved its strategic position. Its activities
united China against it, leading to a war that brought Japan no benefits. Then,
desperate to find a way out of this quagmire, it sided with Hitler’s Germany against
the Western democracies and brought destruction upon itself.

Recommended reading

The best introductions to this subject are Akira Iriye, The Origins of the Second
World War in Asia and the Pacific (London, 1987) and Peter Calvocoressi, Guy
Wint and John Pritchard, Tozal War: The Causes and Course of the Second World
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CHAPTER FOUR

The European colonial
empires, 1900-45

Introduction

The rise of Japan to Great Power status was by no means the only challenge to
European predominance, for the rise of nationalism more broadly in Asia, Africa
and the Middle East brought about one of the most remarkable features of the
twentieth century, the collapse of European colonial rule. The scale of this
transformation can be seen in the fact that in 1913 very few countries in Asia and
Africa had escaped colonial subjugation, and even those that retained their
sovereignty, such as Siam (Thailand), Persia (Iran), Abyssinia (Ethiopia) and
Liberia, found their freedom of manoeuvre constrained by European financial and
strategic interests. Within less than seventy years the situation had changed
dramatically. Between 1945 and 1980 newly independent states swelled the ranks
of the United Nations (UN) while the British, French, Dutch and Portuguese
empires were either dead and buried or wizened mockeries of their former glory.
While one might debate to what degree these new states were now free from
unwelcome outside intervention, this transformation clearly demonstrates that
decolonization was one of the century’s main themes.

The rapidity of the decolonization process after 1945 has meant that much
of the writing on the European empires has dwelt on the immediate post-war
period down to the mid-1960s. The result has been that, until recently, historical
accounts have tended to portray the empires as being largely static in the pre-1939
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A completely self-governing
colony which is freely
associated with the mother
country. Within the British
Empire, the Dominions were
Australia, Canada, the Irish
Free State (1922-49), New
Zealand and South Africa.
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period and then entering into a rapid decline precipitated by the Second World
War and the Cold War. This, however, is a skewed and over-generalized view of a
very complex phenomenon. Such an interpretation fails to take into account the
many battles that took place between nationalism and imperialism in the inter-
war period, and overlooks the fact that after 1945 the European Powers made
strenuous efforts to revitalize certain parts of their empires in what is known as
‘the second colonial occupation’. Thus, in order to understand the decolonization
process and the nature of the post-colonial states, it is vital to look at the roots as
well as the immediate origins of the shift towards independence, and to study the
factors that over time led to the erosion of European colonial rule.

Empires and power

Before studying the political and economic evolution of the colonial world in the
period up to 1945, it is important to examine the state of the European overseas
empires at the start of the twentieth century. In 1913 the British Empire extended
across more than 12 million square miles, some 24 per cent of the world’s land
mass, taking in the Dominions of Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South
Africa, the Indian subcontinent and large stretches of South-East Asia, Africa and
the West Indies. The second largest empire belonged to France, which controlled
just less than 5 million square miles, about 9 per cent of the world’s land mass,
including Indochina and much of North, Central and West Africa. Meanwhile,
the lesser imperial Powers, Germany, Portugal, Belgium, Italy, Spain, Holland,
Japan and the United States, controlled a range of overseas colonies extending
across the globe.

Some colonial possessions had already been in the hands of the European
Powers for more than four centuries, but the nineteenth century brought a great
transformation in the European empires. While declining Powers, such as Spain
and Portugal, lost control over South America, the industrializing countries, and
in particular Britain and France, rapidly extended their possessions, particularly
in the latter part of the century. Thus in Asia, Britain gained control over Malaya
and Burma, France seized Indochina, and the Dutch moved out from their
established bases in Java and Ambon to exercise control over the Indonesian
archipelago. In addition, and perhaps most famously, this period saw the ‘scramble
for Africa’ in which the vast majority of that continent was divided up between
the Powers within the space of two decades.

The motives for this sudden expansion of empire have been much discussed
by historians, leading to great disagreement over whether strategic or economic
gain was the primary objective. What is clear, however, is that once the colonies
had been subjugated, they provided the imperial Powers with many material
advantages. The fact that empires could add to a nation’s power was ably
demonstrated in the First World War. During this conflict the British Dominions
contributed just over one million troops to the struggle, India provided another
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800,000 soldiers, and West Africa contributed 80,000. Added to this was the
mobilization of large numbers of Indians and Africans for service in labour corps.
The British Empire, however, did not just provide men; it also acted as an essential
source of raw materials, food and, in the case of Canada, munitions. For France
too, its empire provided an essential pool of extra resources, namely 600,000
troops and 200,000 labourers. In peacetime as well, the colonies added greatly to
the power of the metropolitan country. One vital contribution was that the
production and export of raw materials assisted with the development of the
metropolitan economy and, moreover, boosted the empire’s foreign currency
carnings. For example, the Dutch prospered from their possession of the East
Indies, which, owing to their wealth of raw materials, accounted by the 1930s for
14 per cent of Holland’s national income. In addition, colonies could act as useful
markets for metropolitan industries that were no longer internationally com-
petitive; in the inter-war era, this was particularly true of the textile industries in
the Western European countries. The colonies also continued to act in peacetime
as a valuable source of manpower. The British Empire, for example, relied
extensively on the use of the Indian army as an imperial police force that could
be used to defend interests in South-East Asia and the Middle East.

The fact that the mobilization of colonial resources could add significantly to
an imperial Power’s strength and international prestige meant that the latter had
a considerable interest in modernizing and developing its possessions. This drive
for development became one of the key themes in twentieth-century imperialism,
but it proved to be a double-edged sword, for one can argue that, ironically, it
was this very desire to rationalize and develop the empires that sounded their
death-knell. The reason for this is that the effort to bring about modernization

Debating the origins of modern Western imperialism

Political thinkers and historians have been divided about the motives behind the
drive for empire in the late nineteenth century ever since this wave of expansion took
place. Various competing explanations exist. One idea that can be seen in the works
of A. ). P.Taylor, The Struggle for Mastery in Europe (Oxford, 1954) and William L. Langer,
The Diplomacy of Imperialism (New York, 1951) is that imperialism was an inevitable
consequence of the tensions that were building up in Europe during that period, and
that imperialist expansion became a zero-sum game, in which one country’s strategic
gain was inevitably another’s loss. Linked to this is the argument that colonialism
can be seen as a reflection of the belief in the late nineteenth century that the
possession of empire was a symbol of Great Power status. However, such
interpretations raise serious problems. For example, if strategic imperatives and
prestige were so important, why did this great wave of expansion not provoke a war?
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After all, scholars of the origins of the First World War largely agree that the reasons
for this conflict lay in Europe, not in competition in Africa.

In contrast to the explanations that dwell on strategy and prestige, a number of
contemporary critics of empire, such as J. A. Hobson and V. I. Lenin, argued that
imperialism was caused by economic factors, such as the desire to capture new
markets for trade and investment. This theory has been countered by the observation
that industrialists stood to gain far more from markets in Europe, the United States
and Latin America than from Africa, thus demonstrating that the argument that
imperialism is a product of capitalism is a chimera. However, in recent years Peter
Cain and Anthony Hopkins have forcefully restated the case for economic factors, at
least in Britain’s case. In their book British Imperialism 1688 -2000 (London, 2002),
Cain and Hopkins argue that British imperialism came about to serve the interests
of a ‘gentlemanly capitalist’ elite that dominated both the City of London and
Whitehall, and that it consisted of both a formal empire, that is the possession of
colonies, and an informal empire, in other words economic spheres of influence. This
is at first glance a persuasive argument, but, once one begins to think about the
anomalies, it raises as many questions as it solves, particularly again in the case of
Africa.

Another interpretation of imperialism, which has been put forward by, among others,
Ronald Robinson (1972) and David Fieldhouse (1973), is that far too much stress has
been put on decision-making in Europe rather than on events on the periphery. They
have emphasized in their work on informal and formal empire that the shift towards
formal control was often as a result of local factors and the interactions between
indigenous elites and European communities. While this view has some validity, it also
fails to provide a complete explanation, for if peripheral problems were the main
cause of expansion, why is it that they all occurred around the same time in the late
nineteenth century? Surely the only answer to this lies in the rising European pressure
on these societies, which then takes us back to looking at European economic and
strategic motives.

As with most areas of study, all these arguments have some elements of truth in them,
and thus it is wise to conclude in the end that strategic, economic and local factors
were important. However, it is also vital not to overlook the fact that the military
technology and administrative innovations of late nineteenth-century Europe
provided the imperialists with a marked superiority over those they sought to
conquer. Nor should one ignore the fact that the idea of a ‘civilizing mission’,
as exemplified by the evangelical Christianity of both Protestant and Catholic
missionaries, provided an ideological justification for imperial gain. The drive for
empire was therefore a complicated process, and to attempt to describe it by referring
to a mono-causal explanation is to fail to do it justice.
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Territories administered by an
imperial state without full
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of a local ruler or rulers.
Examples include French
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Princely States

The states in British India that
remained formally under the
control of local rulers rather
than direct British
administration. They included
states such as Hyderabad and
Kashmir.
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necessitated heightened intervention in colonial societies, and that the resultant
destruction of the status quo unleashed the forces of indigenous nationalism.

In order to understand the drive towards modernization and why it proved so
problematical, it is important to see that at the start of the twentieth century the
controls that the European Powers exercised over their colonial possessions varied
greatly in terms of both their nature and efficiency. The most advanced form
of imperial governance existed in the British settler colonies, Canada, Australia,
New Zealand and South Africa, which had achieved a substantial degree of self-
government as Dominions within the empire. The vast majority of colonies,
however, were either ruled directly by the imperial government through the
appointment of viceroys and governors, or controlled as protectorates, where a
native ruler was left to exercise power over domestic affairs, but only on the advice
of representatives from the imperial Power. Protectorates had the advantage that
they made imperial control relatively cheap by keeping power over many domestic
matters in local hands, but at the same time this devolution of authority created
problems, for it weakened the ability of the colonial power to bring about the
profound economic and social changes required for modernization.

Complicating the situation even further was that different types of colonial rule
could exist within what we now think of as one colony. In India, a sizeable area
of the subcontinent remained under the nominal control of local rulers; these
Princely States included such substantial areas as Hyderabad and Kashmir. In
Senegal, the French practice of encouraging assimilation meant that from the
1870s the four original communes were allowed to return one Senegalese
representative to the National Assembly in France, but the newer additions to the
colony had no representation. A particularly bewildering mixture existed in
Malaya, where three different types of state existed: the directly governed Straits
Settlements, the partially directly ruled Federated Malay States and various
indirectly ruled non-federated protectorates.

Another important fact that made utilization of imperial resources difficult was
that most of the colonies were comparatively recent acquisitions. Even as late as
the 1900s the European Powers were still expanding their existing colonies and
adding new territories to their imperial portfolio. For example, Britain merged the
Ashante kingdom into its Gold Coast colony only in 1902, the Dutch conquest
of the sultanate of Aceh in northern Sumatra was completed in 1903, and France
gained its protectorate over Morocco in 1912. All these colonies had to be
digested, made to pay for their own upkeep and then readied to contribute to the
wider imperial cause.

The complex mixture of self-government, direct rule and indirect rule that
existed within the barely suppressed territories that constituted the empires clearly
complicated the task of colonial administration and acted as an obstacle to
economic development. It was therefore only natural that the imperial Powers
sought in the early twentieth century to simplify and improve colonial governance
in Asia and Africa so that power could be exercised with more authority. However,
as the imperial Power believed that the colonies should be largely self-supporting,
modernization was to be brought about mainly through the mobilization of
indigenous resources. Development therefore involved two key things: first, higher
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taxation within the colony to pay for economic and social improvements, and,
second, the employment by the colonial state of greater numbers of indigenous
bureaucrats, police, lawyers and doctors. These requirements led in turn to major
changes in colonial rule, namely the introduction of representative government,
which was necessary to legitimize higher taxation, and increased education
provision, which was needed to train the indigenous population to assist in the
development process.

The difficulty with the reforms that were designed to underpin the drive
towards modernization was that they unintentionally raised expectations that
could not be fulfilled. Once representative government had been conceded in
cities, towns and provinces, there was clearly going to be a desire for this to be
extended to the national level. Meanwhile, Western-style education led to the new
urban elite being exposed to Western notions of political rights, such as universal
suffrage and self-determination, which could not be satisfied by the colonial state.
The result, not surprisingly, was that liberal education frequently led to the
appearance of nationalist dissatisfaction, which then posed a political challenge
to empire. Moreover, these changes also created the problem that they threatened
the position of the traditional collaborators, such as the chiefs, sultans and kings,
who benefited from indirect rule, and inevitably led to resistance from these
groups. The desire to rationalize thus led to cries of discontent from two con-
stituencies: first, from the traditional elites, who had little to gain from political
change, and second, from the nascent nationalist movements, who felt frustrated
that the reforms did not go far enough.

Reinforcing these problems in the early twentieth century were outside
pressures, for the wars between the Great Powers, the rise of new ideologies and
the workings of modern capitalism also buffeted the colonial system. The major
external influence prior to 1939 was the First World War, which for many reasons
had a deleterious impact on the future of empire. The key effects can be broken
down into three problem areas. The first was that the sheer magnitude of the
mobilization of imperial resources, both economic and military, stimulated
discontent within the empires, and that this could be satisfied only by political
concessions. The second problem was that by the end of the war, the Allied Powers
ostensibly sought the defeat of Germany in order to promote the principle of
self-determination and to bring an end to unwarranted territorial aggrandize-
ment. Accordingly, it was decided at the Paris Peace Conference that the former
Ottoman territories in the Middle East and the German colonies in Africa and
Oceania should be transferred to the victors not as colonial possessions but as
trusteeships in the form of League of Nations mandates. These mandates were to
be ruled in the interests of the inhabitants with self-determination as the eventual
goal. This clearly had broad implications for the future of all European colonial
possessions, for it implied that trusteeship should be the fundamental principle
guiding imperial rule. Accordingly, it helped to incite the rise of nationalist
agitation for greater self-government. The third problem, again connected to the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire, was that the harsh treatment meted out to the
Ottoman sultan, who as Caliph acted as one of the leading Islamic spiritual
leaders, led to outrage in the Muslim world. The reaction, from Morocco to the

self-determination

The idea that each national
group has the right to establish
its own national state. It is
most often associated with the
tenets of Wilsonian
internationalism and became a
key driving force in the
struggle to end imperialism.

League of Nations

An international organization
established in 1919 by the
peace treaties that ended the
First World War. Its purpose
was to promote international
peace through collective
security and to organize
conferences on economic and
disarmament issues. It was
formally dissolved in 1946.

mandates

The colonial territories of
Germany and the Ottoman
Empire that were entrusted to
Britain, France, Japan,
Australia and South Africa
under the supervision of a
League of Nations
Commission.
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swept through the Islamic
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treatment meted out by the
Christian powers to the
Ottoman sultan, who as
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Dutch East Indies, was the rise of the Khalifat Movement, which marked the
beginning of Islamic resurgence, but which also played an important part in the
development of nationalism and anti-imperial sentiment.

Other international factors also created difficulties for the imperial Powers. As
early as 1905 Japan showed in its war in Russia that non-Europeans could resist
Western encroachment, and in the inter-war era this impression was reinforced
by Kemalist Turkey’s defiance of Britain in the early 1920s and by the rise of
Chinese nationalism later in that decade. In addition, the establishment of the
Soviet Union and its espousal of a virulently anti-imperial ideology inspired
resistance, while the Great Depression brought ruin to many colonial economies,
thus provoking an interest in political salvation.

Under the influence of the drive for development and the changed inter-
national environment, the inter-war years were to prove an important transitory
period in the history of the colonial empires. In those colonies, such as India and
Indonesia, where the development process was already well advanced, imperial
rule now entered into a running battle with indigenous nationalism, while in
others, such as those in Africa, where political and economic transformation was
only beginning, the storm clouds started to gather. Moreover, instability was
sparked by the fact that the rise of print and broadcast media and the spread
of literacy meant that reports of unrest or even imperial retreat in one part of
the European empires could inspire disturbances elsewhere. However, in order
to understand events in the key imperial possessions in Asia and Africa, it is
necessary to look first at the highly volatile conditions in Ireland and the Middle
East.

Ireland and the British Dominions

The new challenge to empire in the post-1918 period was demonstrated most
emphatically by the fact that the early 1920s witnessed the first major act of
decolonization — the independence of Ireland. While Ireland was a very
idiosyncratic case owing to its long and complex relationship with Britain, its
example was very important because its efforts to free itself from British shackles
demonstrated that it was possible for colonies to fight to achieve national
liberation.

Since before the Middle Ages Ireland’s proximity to England and its strategic
importance had made it an integral part of British life. Ireland was therefore
never formally conceived as part of the British Empire but seen as part of the
kingdom itself — the United Kingdom of Britain and Ireland. Yet the English
attitude towards Ireland was undoubtedly colonial. Ireland contained a clear
settler element and there had been extensive dispossession of ‘native’ land. The
Westminster government had the right of veto over Irish legislation, the key
positions in the Irish executive were more often than not filled by Englishmen,
Catholics were only enfranchised by the Emancipation Act of 1829 and the
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Presbyterian community, while possessing the franchise, was in practice not
represented at all.

As a result of this treatment of Ireland as a British dependency, at least one,
and arguably two, distinct Irish nationalisms — Irish (Catholic) republicanism
and Ulster (Protestant, specifically Presbyterian) unionism — emerged in the
nineteenth century. Both drew upon the same sources of inspiration, the American
and French revolutions and the United Irishmen Rebellion of 1779, and upon the
same grievances — political, economic and social discrimination by an Anglican
ascendancy which had almost as much contempt for the Presbyterians as it did
for the Catholics. While Irish Catholics embraced republicanism in pursuit of
self-determination, Ulster Protestants sought equality rather than secession. Thus
the beginning of the Home Rule movement in 1870 ultimately pitted the
predominantly Presbyterian north-eastern counties of the island, who saw ‘Home
Rule as Rome rulé’, against the rest of the island, who saw Home Rule as the first
step towards independence. British—Irish dynamics were dramatically changed by
the outbreak of the First World War, which reinforced both Ulster loyalism and
Irish republican militancy. Representing the Presbyterian community, the newly
formed Ulster Volunteer Force set aside its own battle to keep Ulster British and
enlisted as a whole in the British army. By thus showing its loyalty to the flag, it
ultimately ensured that Ulster could opt out of Home Rule and that Ireland would
be partitioned instead.

Although almost as many Irishmen as Ulstermen enlisted in the British army,
in the end it was the actions of a couple of hundred Irish republican ‘volunteers’
which went down in Irish history and sent shock waves around the world. Seeing
Britain’s preoccupation with war in Europe as Ireland’s opportunity, on Easter
Monday, 24 April 1916, this group proclaimed the Provisional Government of
the Irish Republic from the steps of the General Post Office in Dublin. What came
to be known as the Easter Rising was quickly and brutally suppressed; an estimated
3,500 suspected revolutionaries were detained, of whom 170 were tried and
convicted, and 16 executed. Despite, or perhaps because of, the heavy-handed
British attempts to restore order, the idea of Irish independence now flourished
as never before. In 1919 the Irish Republican Army unleashed a guerrilla war that
lasted for two and a half bitter years. In the end, both sides compromised, for in
1921 they agreed that southern Ireland would be given Dominion status as the
Irish Free State, while the north-east counties would remain part of the United
Kingdom. There was, however, no hiding the fact that this was a substantial defeat
for Britain which had broad implications for the future of empire as a whole.
Across the empire nationalists could now take heart from the knowledge that
when faced with a crisis Britain might retreat rather than fight to the bitter end.

Ireland’s new status as a Dominion also provided little consolation for the
British, for Britain’s relations with the Dominions were undergoing considerable
change in the post-First World War era. The problems that Britain had with the
Dominions can be seen as symptomatic of the general difficulties that the
metropolitan Powers faced, for, while the government in London sought to use
the Dominions to supplement its own power, the latter sought greater inde-
pendence. Even before the First World War some thinkers in Britain, such as
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Joseph Chamberlain, Lord Milner and their acolytes, had espoused the idea that
the constituent parts of the empire should draw closer together to form an
autarkic bloc. The apparent imperial unity during the First World War stimulated
further interest in this concept, with Milner proposing the need for some kind of
imperial federation that would see a pooling of defence resources, preferential
trade terms and perhaps even an imperial parliament. However, the Dominions,
and in particular Canada, South Africa and Ireland, had very different ideas for
the future. Instead of greater assimilation with Britain, they sought to gain more
autonomy for themselves within the empire and to be treated as equals by the
metropolitan government. After the First World War they accordingly made it
clear that they were not prepared to see their armed forces subsumed into an
imperial army and navy. In addition, when the Lloyd George government was on
the verge of hostilities against Kemalist Turkey in the Chanak incident of 1922,
Canada and South Africa indicated that they would not feel bound to go to war
as their interests were unaffected. After some debate the pendulum swung in the
Dominions’ favour. In 1926 the Balfour Report confirmed the equal con-
stitutional status of the Dominions with Britain, which was then given legal
sanction by the Statute of Westminster in 1931.

A chance to reverse this process, at least in the field of economic co-operation,
was offered by the Depression. The decision by the National Government of
Ramsay MacDonald in 1931-32 to end Britain’s traditional policy of free trade
raised the prospect, long cherished by imperialists, of the empire forming a
protectionist economic bloc. Accordingly, at the Ottawa Conference in 1932,
Britain and the Dominions discussed the introduction of a system of imperial
preference, whereby goods produced within the empire were to be subject to
preferential tariffs compared with goods produced outside. The end result was less
favourable than the followers of Joseph Chamberlain and Milner had anticipated,
for the Dominions were not willing to sacrifice the growth of their own nascent
industries for the sake of Britain, and thus made only restricted concessions to
British products. The imperial preference system, though, did lead to one
important achievement, which was that it laid the basis for financial co-operation
in the form of the Sterling Area. At least here the Dominions proved to be very
useful to Britain, for the recovery of sterling after the tribulations of 1931, when
it had been forced to forgo its parity with gold, was of vital importance to British
power.

Empire and nationalism in the Middle East

The other major new challenge to empire was the extension of British and French
influence into the Middle East. Here too, the European imperial Powers faced
the task of dealing with an upsurge of nationalist sentiment. This might seem
surprising when one considers that much of the region had only recently been
conquered by Britain and France from the Ottomans. However, the unfortunate
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Arab nationalism

The belief that all Arabic-
speakers form a nation that
should be independent and
united.

see Chapter 19

pan-Arabism

Movement for Arab unity as
manifested in the Fertile
Crescent and Greater Syria
schemes as well as attempted
unification of Egypt, Syria and
Libya.
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fact was that, by taking control of this area, they inherited the anti-colonial
dynamic that had already risen in opposition to Turkish control.

By the turn of the twentieth century the Ottoman Empire was in its last throes.
This gave rise to two distinct developments: first, increased European interest in
Ottoman territories in the Middle East and, second, the emergence of local
nationalisms, most notably Arab nationalism. The European interest in the
declining Ottoman Empire was driven by colonial and hegemonic competition
dating back to Napoleon’s abortive occupation of Egypt, which had clearly
revealed the inability of the Ottoman army to protect its own territory. This
triggered further European intervention, such as the French occupation of Algeria,
Tunisia and Morocco from the 1830s onwards, the British occupation of Egypt
in 1882, and the Italian invasion of Libya in 1911. This scramble for territory
was propelled by the power imbalance between the Ottoman Empire and the
European states but, at the same time, it was regulated by the intra-European
balance of power in what came to be known as the Eastern Question.

The combination of Ottoman weakness and steady European penetration
created the environment for the rise of Arab nationalism, the belief that all Arabic-
speakers form a nation that should be independent and united. The movement
has its origins in the nineteenth century. It started among intellectuals in different
geographic centres such as Cairo, Beirut and Damascus, drawing upon a variety
of intellectual traditions, secular and religious, but also a shared history dating
back to the Arab conquests following the death of the Prophet Muhammad in
632. Muslim intellectuals such as Rifaa Rafi Tahtawi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and
Muhammed Abdu saw the Arab national revival through Islam. In fact, the latter
two emerge as the ‘fathers’ of modernist or reformist Islam. Many Christian intel-
lectuals such as Butrus al-Bustani, Shibli Shumayyil and Farah Antun promoted
secular nationalism, focusing on the Arab language and culture. Another facet of
the emerging nationalist debate was the territorial unit. For example, Ahmed Lufti
al-Sayid advocated a distinctly Egyptian nationalism while Muhammed Rashid
Rida promoted pan-Arabism. Until the First World War notions of Arab auto-
nomy within an Ottoman framework competed with notions of independence.

Ottoman centralism and European colonialism influenced Arab nationalism
in no uncertain terms. The relationship between European colonialism and Arab
nationalism can best be described as one of love and hate in that Arab nationalism
embraced some European ideas passionately while, at the same time, fervently
opposing European domination. Ultimately European colonialism strengthened
the sense of Arab national identity. No matter how much progress and modern-
ization were introduced by the colonial administrations, self-government was still
preferable to foreign rule. However, the European portrayal of Islam as backward
also planted the seeds of self-doubt. Ironically, this resulted in the retarding of
social transformations, as nationalists often felt compelled to defend religious and
cultural traditions they would otherwise have reformed on the sole basis that they
were indigenous and non-European. However, it also resulted in the rejuvenation
of Islamic thought.

In the same way that Arab nationalism adopted anti-European characteristics,
it also developed anti-Turkish ones. In fact, it could be argued that the Arab
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nationalist debate began with the demand for greater autonomy for the Arabic-
speaking provinces of the Ottoman Empire rather than in reaction to contact with
the West. This becomes clear when examining the institutional origins of the Arab
nationalist movement, which lie in a number of small and often secret societies
formed in opposition to the Turkification policies of the Ottoman central
government from 1875 onwards. They sought Arab autonomy, the recognition
of Arabic as the official language and the restoration of Arab pride, and even went
as far as rejecting the sultan’s claim to be Caliph as a usurpation of Arab rights.

One event which had a profound impact on Arab nationalism was the 1908
Young Turk revolution. The reorientation from the Ottoman dynasty to the
Turkish nation in the long run strengthened those Arab nationalists who sought
independence rather than autonomy, for it encouraged many Arabs to think about
their future in their own nationalist terms. This also had implications for the
intellectual direction of Arab nationalism in the sense that, just as the Turks
rewrote their history books, toning down the Ottoman characteristics, Arab
nationalists reached back to the pre-Ottoman days of the Arab Caliphate, when
the Middle East had flourished under Arab-Islamic civilization. Finally, the Young
Turk revolution also marked the point when Arab nationalist ideas ceased being
the property of a few intellectuals and started to spread to the general population,
truly becoming a mass movement. A key example of this was the convening of
the first Arab Congress in Paris in 1913, which brought together Arab nationalists
from different intellectual traditions ranging from Egypt to Iraq.

Thus, when the First World War led to the final disintegration of the Ottoman
Empire, the victorious European states found that Arab nationalism was already
a potent force. This was to cause great problems, for Britain and France had hoped
that their increased influence in the Middle East would provide both strategic
and economic benefits, and their initial intention was to exert close control over
both their existing colonies and protectorates and the new mandates. The strength
of Arab nationalism was, however, to force them to tailor their ambitions to local
circumstances.

Under the League of Nations’ mandate system, France added the Levantine
states of Syria and Lebanon to its existing North African possessions of Morocco,
Algeria and Tunisia, while Britain increased its sphere of influence, hitherto
limited to Egypt, Aden and the Gulf states, by receiving responsibility for
Palestine, Transjordan and Iraq. The mandate system involved an interesting
contradiction. On the one hand, in a spirit of realpolitik, it stipulated that the
Ottoman Empire, as the losing party, should lose its ‘overseas’ territory to the
victors, thus reducing it to the ‘rump’ state of Turkey. It then divided the mandates
between Britain and France in line with the secret Sykes—Picot Agreement of
1916, a treaty that was as cynical an exercise in balance of power politics as could
be imagined. And, finally, the League, by deeming that the Ottoman territories
were not ready for independence, gave credence to beliefs in some European
quarters that empire rather than independence was the ‘natural’ condition in the
Middle East. Yet, on the other hand, the League also endorsed Wilson’s fourteen
points, which included the right to self-determination, and made it clear that it
was the duty of the mandate powers to prepare the population for independence

Young Turks

Name given to a group of
young army officers who in
1908 pushed the Ottoman
Empire towards reformist
policies and a more overtly
Turkish nationalist stance.

Caliphate

The office of the successor to
the Prophet Muhammad in
his political and social
functions. The Caliphate was
abolished by the Turkish
president Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk in 1924 after the
dismemberment of the
Ottoman Empire and the
establishment of the Turkish
Republic.

fourteen points

A speech made by the
American president Woodrow
Wilson on 8 January 1918 in
which he set out his vision of
the post-war world. It included
references to open diplomacy,
self-determination and a
post-war international
organization.
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and to aid with institution- and state-building. It therefore set the mandate Powers
on a collision course with the indigenous populations.

Empire might still have been the natural state of affairs in European thinking,
but as far as the Arabs were concerned, they had just been cheated out of
independence. After all, they too had joined the fight against the Ottomans, and
had received promises of independence, in writing, in the 1915-16 Hussein—
McMahon correspondence. Britain and France were therefore faced with a
difficult challenge for, in acquiring the mandates, they were put in charge of
territories which had been on the verge of independence and had established
nationalist movements, and where the inhabitants saw themselves as equals not
subjects. Not surprisingly, friction quickly emerged between the European
administrators and the Arab populations. The worst case was Palestine, where
both Arabs and Jews believed that their aspirations for statehood had been
sacrificed at the altar of British imperial interests. This sense of betrayal was shared
by the Kurds, who had been promised a state of their own at the Lausanne
Conference only to find that it did not serve British interests to fragment the Iraqi
mandate, especially if it threatened the disputed oil-rich area of Mosul.

Influenced by their strategic and economic interests, Britain and France
attempted to find local collaborators with whom to share power. In the French
mandates and Palestine, France and Britain used partition as a tool to assure the
dominance of key allies. In its territories France carved Greater Lebanon out of
Ottoman Syria, transforming it into a multi-ethnic and multi-religious republic
under Maronite Christian hegemony, while, even before the mandates had
been granted, Britain partitioned Ottoman Palestine along the Jordan River to
create a wholly new entity, Transjordan. This was placed under the rule of Emir
Abdullah, the son of the Hashemite Sharif Hussein of the Hejaz on the Arabian
peninsula. Meanwhile Britain put Abdullah’s brother, King Faisal, on the throne
of Iraq, which in 1932 became the first of the mandates to become an independent
state.

The effort to assert control over the newly acquired mandates was further
complicated by the parallel struggle for independence in the ‘old’ colonial pos-
sessions such as Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia. Egypt had come under formal British
occupation in 1882 and was a colony in all but name until the First World War.
With the Ottoman entry into the war, Britain severed Egypt’s formal ties to the
Ottoman Empire and transformed it into a British protectorate. During the war,
British administrators attempted to reform Egypt by establishing a bicameral
legislature in which the British effectively constituted the upper house. Not
surprisingly, this met with resistance from the elites upon whom the British
traditionally relied. This fuelled Egyptian nationalism, with the result that, at the
end of the war, British authority was challenged by the Wafd Party and by rioting
in the major cities. As in Ireland, Britain was forced to concede and in 1922 Egypt
became a ‘sovereign’ independent country, although it was forced to sign an
Anglo-Egyptian agreement to cover the protection of British imperial com-
munications in Egypt, Egypt’s defence against foreign aggression, protection of
foreign interests and minorities in the country, and control of the Sudan. Apart
from these reserved points, Egypt embarked upon reform, drawing up a con-
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stitution based on that of Belgium, setting up democratic institutions and, in
1923, holding its first free elections. However, the continued British presence
remained a thorn in Egypt’s side. Relations were renegotiated in 1936 and, again,
in 1954, two years after the Egyptian monarchy had been overthrown and an Arab
nationalist regime had taken power. But it was not until the 1956 Suez Crisis that
Egypt was finally to rid itself of the last colonial vestiges.

The French experience in Algeria and Tunisia was similar, in that the elites of
these two colonial possessions started to turn from co-operation with the colonial
power to rallying against it in the name of nationalism and independence. Before
the First World War both Algeria and Tunisia had seen outbreaks of violence
against French rule. They were popular in nature, were often sparked by religious
incidents, and placed the #lama in leadership positions. In the inter-war period
the nature of the challenge changed with the appearance of distinctly nationalist
political parties led by the intellectual elites, who were inspired by acts such as the
Turkish resistance to the European Powers. In Algeria a number of small political
groups emerged but at this stage posed little threat to French rule. In Tunisia
resistance to the French was embodied by the Destour (‘Constitution’) Party
which pursued independence from a combined Tunisian nationalist-Islamic
platform in the 1920s, and then by the Neo-Destour Party with a secular-
nationalist agenda from 1934.

The situation in the Middle East in the inter-war period was therefore one of
lingering unrest and instability. Rather than adding unconditionally to the power
of the European empires, their commitments in the region proved to be expensive
and time-consuming. Moreover, the virulence of Arab nationalism proved, as with
Ireland, to be an inspiration to other ethnic and religious groups elsewhere in the
empires who were seeking independence from imperial rule.

India in crisis

One of the chief concerns for the British was that the changing international
environment and the instability in Ireland and the Middle East might affect the
most important colony of all — India. In the period before 1914 Britain had
already begun to liberalize the political system in India. For example, in the wake
of the great revolt of 1857 the government established representative bodies, such
as the viceroy’s advisory council, provincial legislatures and municipal councils.
Such bodies were necessary in order to legitimize the higher taxation that followed
from the increased cost of policing and administering India. In addition, by
allowing Indians limited power at the local level, the British sought to win over
the political elite, thus turning them into collaborators. To a degree this latter aim
worked, for the leading voice of Indian nationalism, the Indian National Congress
(hereafter Congress), which was established in 1885, tended to pursue a moderate
agenda. However, the British policy also created problems for the future, for, in
an effort to conciliate the Muslim community, it was given votes for its own

see Chapter 18
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The failed attempt by Britain
and France in 1956 to take
advantage of a war between
Israel and Egypt by seizing
control of the Suez Canal and
bringing down the
government of Gamal Abdel
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European imperialism and the
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Clerics or Islamic scholars who
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reserved seats. By such actions the British exacerbated the growing sense of
religious communalism within India. This was dangerous, because already factors
such as the activities of Christian missionaries had helped to stimulate a Hindu
revival and interest among Muslims in the Islamic resurgence. The result was that
radical politicians, such as Bal Gangadhar Tilak, began to use Hindu imagery in
their efforts to construct a more assertive form of Indian nationalism. Meanwhile,
in response, Muslim leaders created their own national organization, the Muslim
League, in order to counter Congress, which was already largely Hindu domi-
nated, and to create a common identity for India’s many disparate Islamic
communities.

The first stage in India’s political evolution culminated in the Morley—Minto
reforms of 1909, which allowed for Indian majorities in the provincial legislatures.
Buct if Britain had hoped that this would be enough to quieten India, then the
First World War and the general imperial instability precipitated by that conflict
proved it wrong. As noted above, India played a substantial role in the fighting,
and the government was forced to raise income tax and tariffs to meet its defence
expenditure. The heavy burden placed on the Indian people naturally led to
unrest. The degree of discontent was demonstrated in 1916 when the Muslim
League and Congress overcame their antipathy and signed the Lucknow Pact, in
which they agreed to push forward a common reform programme. In order to
appease this latest wave of agitation, the British government in 1917 declared its
intention to steer India towards responsible ‘self-government within the empire.
Accordingly, in 1919 the Montagu—Chelmsford reforms were introduced which
devolved more powers to, and increased Indian representation at, the provincial
level. Britain’s largess was, however, not enough to satisfy Congtess. Inspired by
the unrest in Egypt and Ireland, and in association with Indian Muslims affected
by the Khalifat Movement, Congress in 1919, under the leadership of the British-
trained lawyer Mohandas Gandhi, launched the first of its non-cooperation
campaigns calling for an end to British rule.

The first non-cooperation campaign witnessed the start of the struggle for
Indian independence that would end in 1947. However, in the period before
1939, although the Indian issue proved to be a heavy burden for the British
government, neither side proved strong enough to vanquish the other. The British
attempted to control the situation through a dual policy of concession and
repression. In the field of political reform it continued to try to assuage moderate
Indian opinion by incrementally making moves towards full representative
government at the provincial level, while at the same time maintaining its own
strict control over military and financial matters at the political centre. In
particular, it hoped that, by allowing Indians to exercise power at the provincial
level, it could tame local politicians and divide them from the national-level
leaders, such as Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. At the same time, whenever it was
necessary, it used repressive legislation to break up outbreaks of non-cooperation,
and periodically detained tens of thousands of Congress members. However,
aware of the potential for criticism from the Left in Britain and from anti-imperial
opinion elsewhere in the world, and fearful of provoking even greater dissent
within India, the government was careful to act within the letter of the law. The
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result of these policies was that they were enough to slow down Congress’s progress
but not to defeat it.

Meanwhile, Congress similarly proved unable to defeat the British. Given
Britain’s hesitation about using excessive force, it might be argued that Congress
should simply have tried to make India ungovernable by organizing a mass
insurrection. The problem here, however, was that Congress was not an organ-
ization capable of mounting such a challenge. In part, this can be seen as a moral
problem, in that the sort of protest necessary to dislodge Britain would require
violence, which was unacceptable in principle to Gandhi and his supporters.
However, there were other motives at play. As with many other nationalist
organizations in the decolonization period, the ideas espoused by Congress
primarily reflected the interests of the educated urban bourgeoisie and the rural
landlords. Accordingly, it backed away from the potential dangers of mobilizing
the whole population for revolution. Indeed, it is noticeable that when, during
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the 1930s, socialists within Congress called for the construction of a mass party
that would take up class issues, this was decisively rejected in favour of an all-
nation approach. Also important in this respect was that Congress was financed
by Indian industrialists, who clearly had little interest in seeing a mobilized
proletariat. Another problem was that Congress saw itself as the sole legitimate
voice of Indian nationalism. It was therefore temperamentally disinclined to co-
operate with other political parties, such as those representing Muslims or the
‘untouchables’, and thus found it difficult to construct a coalition of forces
opposed to British rule. It is, for example, noticeable that there was very little
Muslim involvement in the second non-cooperation campaign of 1930-34.

The competition between Britain and Congress was not, however, a complete
stalemate, for over time the need to appease Indian opinion led to a steady
weakening of ties between Britain and India. Apart from reasons of imperial
prestige, India was important to Britain for two reasons — its economic value to
the British economy and as a source of military manpower. However, the need to
assuage Indian opinion steadily eroded India’s contribution in these two areas. The
problem was that as the British gradually allowed Indians to take a role in
provincial government and to be consulted about central government matters,
this led to greater Indian interest in both revenue collection and expenditure.
Accordingly, the government in India found itself forced to raise duties on
imports, even on goods from Britain, to finance its rule, as this was preferable to
causing problems by raising taxation. This naturally had a deleterious effect on
the export to India of British goods, in particular the cotton textile products of
Lancashire. Further exacerbating this problem was that the customs duties
provided a wall behind which India could establish import substitution indus-
tries. The British and Indian economies thus began to diverge. In addition, Indian
opinion was increasingly vocal in its criticism of Britain’s widespread use of the
Indian army to police the empire in Asia at India’s expense. The situation therefore
was that, while Britain engaged in its trial of strength with Congress, the
foundations of British rule were already eroding,.

Rationalization and resistance in South-East Asia

Just as British rule in India was weakened over the long term by the confronta-
tion with nationalism, so this phenomenon also existed elsewhere in the British,
French and Dutch empires. In South-East Asia a good example of the problems
faced by the Europeans can be seen in the Dutch East Indies. At the start of the
twentieth century, the Dutch introduced what it termed an ‘ethical policy’,
advocating greater education provision and centralizing political reforms in order
to provide the foundations for the economic development of the Indonesian
archipelago. This policy culminated in 1918 with the formation of the Volksraad,
a central representative assembly with limited political powers. However, these
reforms in turn unleashed forces that the Dutch found increasingly difficult
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to control, particularly when allied to a number of disturbing influences from
outside.

The first major problem came with the formation in 1912 of the Sarekat Islam
movement, which, as its name suggests, was an organization that sought greater
political rights for Muslims. It was in part inspired by the Islamic resurgence
that occurred throughout the Muslim world, but it also represented local
concerns, and, in particular, the fear that the overseas Chinese population in
Java was benefiting disproportionately from the improving economy. Within
a short space of time Sarekat Islam developed into a mass movement that the
Dutch could not ignore, although, like the British in India, they did try to disarm
its effectiveness by pushing it into local politics rather than dealing with its
claims at the national level. Economic reforms complicated the problem further
by stimulating the growth of a trade union movement and interest in socialism.
The result was that in the period following the First World War, the combina-
tion of an economic recession, the Khalifat Movement and increased activities by
socialists culminating in the appearance of the Communist Party of Indonesia,
the PKI, led to fifteen years of unrest. Indeed, in 1926 and 1927 the PKI engaged
in abortive insurrections in Java and Sumatra. Fortunately for the Dutch, the
indigenous opposition to their rule by secular nationalists, Islamic parties and
socialists was hopelessly disunited. Nevertheless, the authorities were forced to
bring in severe measures, such as increasing powers of arrest, curbing union
power and sending into internal exile the leading secular nationalists Ahmed
Sukarno and Mohammed Hatta. Thus, by the 1930s the ‘ethical policy’ had
been abandoned and Dutch rule had been forced to become increasingly strict.
It is therefore no surprise that the Indonesian nationalist movement should
have been so violently opposed to the Dutch returning after the Second World
War.

The revolutionary activities of the PKI were but one manifestation of a
phenomenon that more broadly affected South-East Asia in the inter-war period
and within which lay the roots of many future conflicts, namely the influence
on the region of political events in China. From the first, the rise of Chinese
nationalism in the early twentieth century struck a resonant chord with the
overseas Chinese population in South-East Asia, who became major financial
backers of Sun Yatsen’s Guomindang (GMD) party and began to organize their
own political associations, particularly in Malaya. However, the influence of the
GMD’s strident nationalism and modernization policies went beyond Chinese
circles, providing, for example, a model for one of the major nationalist parties
in Indochina in the 1920s, the VNQDD (Vietnamese National Party). Also
important was that the strong Comintern presence in China helped to foster
communist activity in the region. Mirroring the actions of the PKI, in 1931 the
Indochinese Communist Party launched a short-lived insurrection in Vietnam,
which was suppressed with great ferocity by the French authorities. Meanwhile,
in Malaya the local communist party inspired a series of labour disputes,
culminating in a general strike in 1940.

Thus, by end of the 1930s, on the surface South-East Asia was no nearer
independence than it had been twenty years earlier, for colonial rule remained

overseas Chinese

The descendants of the
Chinese who immigrated to
South-East Asia in the
nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. They have tended to
act as a merchant class and as
such have stirred up a good
deal of resentment among the
indigenous people who envy
their wealth and doubt their
loyalty to their adopted
countries.

Guomindang (GMD)

The Chinese Nationalist party
founded in 1913 by Sun
Yatsen. Under the control of
Jiang Jieshi, it came to power
in China in 1928 and initiated
a modernization programme
before leading the country
into war against Japan in
1937. It lost control over
mainland China in 1949 as a
result of the communist
victory in the civil war. From
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electoral defeat in 2000.

Comintern

The Communist or Third
International founded in
Moscow in 1919 as an
organization to direct and
support the activities of
communist parties outside
Russia. It was abolished in
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the United States that the
Soviet Union no longer sought
to export Marxism-Leninism.
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intact and had in some areas become more authoritarian than ever. However, this
apparent stability was merely a veneer. In reality, sophisticated nationalist move-
ments that drew on a variety of political affiliations, including communism, were
waiting in the wings for the opportunity to deliver a deathblow to European
colonialism. They would not have to wait long,.

The colonial empires in Africa

At first glance Sub-Saharan Africa seems to have been far more stable than the
Middle East, India and South-East Asia, but in fact here too important changes
were taking place as the development imperative began to exercise its influence.
Initially, as the European Powers digested their recent conquests in Africa, they
decided that, owing to the scarcity of administrators and the vast geographical
distances involved, the most efficient type of political control was ‘indirect rule’.
This involved allowing tribal chiefs to exercise power at the local level and the use
of customary law to settle disputes and regulate society. An intellectual justi-
fication for devolving power to chiefs was provided by anthropologists, who
argued that ordinary Africans should be allowed to evolve politically and socially
at their own pace and be protected from the tempest of modernity. In reality,
however, indirect rule did not always involve a simple perpetuation of tradition.
For example, in areas such as south-eastern Nigeria, where no strong tradition of
chiefs exercising power existed, leaders were imposed on the local population and
in Bechuanaland (Botswana) long-exercised restraints on the abuse of power by
chiefs were removed. All the European Powers engaged in such practices, even the
French, who in public espoused the idea of assimilation, but it was the British
who, inspired by the activities of Lord Lugard as governor of Nigeria from 1912
to 1919, turned ‘indirect rule’ into a doctrine.

In contrast to the position in much of the world, colonial control over Sub-
Saharan Africa was not greatly disturbed by the First World War, but during
the inter-war period a series of factors led to the undermining and revision of
the ‘indirect rule’ system. One of the most important was that in some areas of
Africa the development of industrial-scale commodity production either began
or accelerated. These industrial commodities included the gold and diamond
mines of South Africa, the copper mines of Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) and the
Belgian Congo, and the tin mines of northern Nigeria. This led to a number of
consequences, such as urbanization, unionization of workers and a vast increase
in migrant labour, all of which undermined the traditional forms of control. In
addition, the development of these products and cash crops, such as cocoa, for
the world market meant that Africa was increasingly susceptible to fluctuations
in commodity prices. The result was that in the 1930s the Depression had a
marked effect on a number of colonies, causing discontent with colonial rule and
sometimes violent strike movements, such as that in the Northern Rhodesian
copper-belt in 1935.
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The unrest that emerged in the 1930s was not nearly as serious as the problems
that Britain had to face in India, but there was fear for the future unless reforms
were introduced. This led both Britain and France to consider, particularly in
regard to West Africa, plans for encouraging development through improved
agricultural methods and increased welfare provision. Furthermore, the serious
disturbances that racked the West Indies between 1934 and 1938 reinforced this
British interest in reform, for they demonstrated what could happen if colonies
were neglected. The intended reforms did not, however, sit comfortably with the
continuation of ‘indirect rule’, but rather mirrored the efforts elsewhere in the
empires to make colonial administration more rational and efficient. Thus, on
the eve of the Second World War, ideas about empire in Africa were beginning to
come into line with practice elsewhere.
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In addition to the changes arising from increased economic activity, there were
other challenges to the reliance on ‘indirect rule’. In British West Africa one
important factor was that the educated indigenous bourgeoisie in the coastal cities
were beginning to organize political movements against colonial control and the
‘indirect rule’ system. Before the scramble for colonies in the nineteenth century
this group, which was heavily influenced by Western political thought, culture
and religion, had played an important role in the civil society of the trading ports.
However, as European rule expanded, they had been marginalized in favour of
the chiefs and had found that a colour bar increasingly blocked their entry into
the professions or, if they were employed by the state, their prospects for
promotion. This naturally led to discontent and gradually, in areas such as Sierra
Leone, the Gold Coast and Nigeria, local urban-based political organizations
appeared that were critical of British rule.

In British East and Central Africa conditions were very different. Here the
problems that emerged centred on the existence of white settler communities.
Influenced by white control over South Africa and the granting of self-government
to white-dominated Southern Rhodesia in 1923, the settlers in Kenya, although
a small minority of the total population, attempted to persuade London to agree
to devolve power to themselves, and to form Kenya, Uganda and the mandate of
Tanganyika into a union. Concerned about unrest and influenced by the concept
of trusteeship, the British government was reluctant to concede to the settlers,
but this did not prevent fear among the African elite that the lacter might
eventually get their way. The result of this, and problems over land pressure, was
that ethnic groups, such as the Kikuyu, began to form their own political organ-
izations to represent their interests. The stage in Africa was thus being set for the
battles of the post-1945 period.

The Second World War and empire

Just as the First World War stimulated profound change and a marked acceleration
of existing political and economic trends within the European empires, so too did
the war of 1939—45. As before, one of the main reasons for this was the need to
mobilize imperial resources in the pursuit of victory, which had profound
consequences for the economic and social life of the colonies. In addition,
however, this conflict raised new problems owing to the inability of Britain, France
and Holland to defend their imperial possessions. This was most apparent in
1941-42 when their colonies in South-East Asia were either conquered or
occupied by the Japanese. The fact that the British and Dutch lost militarily to an
Asian power and that France meekly accepted Japanese occupation of Indochina
constituted crushing blows that destroyed the aura of European power. The ability
of the imperialists to govern vast areas of the world with relatively few forces had,
after all, always relied on an image of racial invincibility. With the fall of the
fortress of Singapore and other symbols of empire, this image was now shattered,
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which naturally raised the question as to whether the indigenous populations
would permit the colonial Powers to reclaim their South-East Asian colonies in
the event of a Japanese defeat.

The effects of the events in South-East Asia were felt not just in the region itself
but all over the colonized world. In particular, they exacerbated an already tense
situation in India. In September 1939 Britain had compromised its professed
stance of steering India towards self-government when, without consulting Indian
opinion, the viceroy declared war on behalf of the country. Outraged by this
act, Congress withdrew its members from provincial governments in protest. The
need to obtain support from Congress for the war effort soon, however, forced
Britain to return to its reforming agenda and in fact to go further than ever before
in its promises of constitutional reform. In March 1942, following the setbacks
in South-East Asia, the Cripps mission proposed self-government once the war
was over and greater involvement in government while the conflict was in
progress. This was not enough to satisfy Gandhi and Nehru. Indeed, the former,
in the light of recent British defeats, famously described the offer as ‘a post-dated
cheque on a failing bank’. Accordingly, in August 1942 Congress launched the
‘Quit India’ movement, a broad non-cooperation campaign that soon descended
into violence. The government reacted by arresting the Congress leadership and
using the Indian army to suppress the public disorder. This crackdown did not
mean that the offer of Dominion status was withdrawn, but rather that India’s
future was put on hold until the war was over. The unity of the British Empire
was also affected in another way by the events of 1941-42, for Britain’s inabilicy
to defend South-East Asia led Australia, which previously had been one of the
most loyal Dominions, to look increasingly to the United States to guarantee its
security. With Canada and South Africa already acting autonomously and Ireland
declaring its neutrality, the seal was thus set for a further loosening of Empire—
Commonwealth ties.

Another important aspect of the war that had repercussions for the future of
empire was that American entry into the conflict on the side of the colonial Powers
led to increased pressure on the latter to divest themselves of their imperial
possessions. The Atlantic Charter signed by Roosevelt and Churchill in August
1941 revitalized the idea that self-determination was a right, while the UN looked
set to be more searching in its policy towards mandates and colonies than its
predecessor had been. Thus, the international environment was changing, with
the emphasis once again being placed on ideas of responsible trusteeship and
progress towards self-government.

At one level, therefore, the Second World War provided a dramatic shock
which starkly revealed the fallibility of the Europeans and led to new anti-colonial
pressures. However, it should not be imagined that this necessarily led to a loss of
will on the part of the imperialists. Indeed, the defeat in South-East Asia, with its
attendant loss of vital raw materials such as rubber and tin, only helped to
persuade Britain and the Free French, who controlled French Equatorial Africa
from 1940 and West Africa from 1944, to devote considerable resources to the
development of Africa’s economic potential. Thus what had been discussed in
the abstract in the 1930s now became practical policy and major efforts were made
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to boost raw material and cash-crop production. This in turn set the path for
European policy towards their African colonies in the immediate post-war period.

The end result of the pressures exerted by the war was that by 1945 the imperial
Powers were being drawn towards a bifurcated approach to empire. On the one
hand, all too aware of their weakness, they were willing to allow some territories
to move towards independence. These tended to be those colonies or mandates,
such as India and Palestine, where the economic benefits of empire appeared to
be outweighed by the potential security costs. In the Middle East this led to
independence being granted to Lebanon in 1943, and to Syria and Transjordan
in 1946, although with a mixed record for the future. However, on the other hand,
while independence came relatively quickly to South Asia and most of the Middle
East, policy was very different towards those colonies in South-East Asia and
Africa that were considered to be vital for post-war reconstruction. Here the
imperial Powers aimed to re-establish their authority and to develop the colonial
economic potential for the good of their own damaged industrial and financial
bases. This was, however, to prove a naive goal, for in much of South-East Asia it
was impossible to re-establish imperial rule, while in Africa the efforts at
rationalization paved the way towards independence just as they done previously
in India.

Conclusion

During the first half of the twentieth century the European empires underwent
significant change. To a large degree this was owing to the effects of the two world
wars. Between them these two conflicts forced the imperial Powers to derive as
great an advantage as possible from the human and commodity resources at their
command, but in so doing helped to lay the foundations for the erosion of the
imperial order. Of these two conflicts, the Second World War had the most
immediate and dramatic effects, but it is wise not to underestimate the significance
of the First World War. As a result of the destruction of the Ottoman Empire, the
establishment of the mandate system and the espousal of self-determination, this
conflict contributed significantly to the rise of imperial problems in the inter-war
period. For example, without the First World War, India would not have made
demands for self-government so quickly, nor would Britain have made the
concessions it did.

However, while some of the events that took place during these two wars posed
new problems, it is possible to argue that in the end these conflicts were most
important for accelerating already existing trends within the empires. After all,
colonies existed to be exploited, and not just in wartime. But the mere act of
exploitation was enough to generate indigenous resistance and to require the
colonial Power to make concessions to whatever collaborating elite existed. Wars
only served to heighten the intensity of this process. Moreover, the situation was
not helped by the fact that so many colonies were of such recent origin and that
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in these areas colonial power was comparatively untested. Thus the European
empires always rested on a fragile foundation and the conflicts of the early
twentieth century only sealed their fate quicker than might otherwise have been
the case.

Recommended reading

The best place to begin when looking at the roots of the decolonization process
is Robert Holland, European Decolonization 1918—1981: An Introductory Survey
(Basingstoke, 1985). Specifically on the British Empire, see Bernard Porter, 75e
Lion’s Share: A Short History of British Imperialism 1850—1995 (London, 1996)
and Judith M. Brown and W. Roger Louis (eds), The Oxford History of the British
Empire, vol. IV: The Twentieth Century (Oxford, 1999). In addition, a provocative
overview is provided in John Gallagher, The Decline, Revival and Fall of the British
Empire (Cambridge, 1982). On the French Empire, see Robert Betts, France and
Decolonization, 1900—1960 (Basingstoke, 1991). For the effect of the Second
World War on empire, see W. Roger Louis, Imperialism ar Bay: The United States
and the Decolonization of the British Empire (Oxford, 1977).

On the relationship between Britain and the Dominions in the inter-war
period, see Philip G. Wigley, Canada and the Transition to Commonwealth: British
Canadian Relations, 1917-26 (Cambridge, 1977) and Peter Cain and Anthony
Hopkins, British Imperialism, 1688—2000 (London, 2002). On Ireland, see Alvin
Jackson, Ireland 17981998 (Oxford, 1999), Jonathan Bardon, A History of Ulster
(Belfast, 1992), E S. L. Lyons, [reland since the Famine (London, 1973), Paul Bew,
Ideology and the Irish Question: Ulster Unionism and Irish Nationalism, 1912—1916
(Oxford, 1994), D. George Boyce, Ireland 1828—1923: From Ascendancy to
Democracy (Oxford, 1992), Michael Laffan, The Partition of Ireland, 1911-25
(Dundalk, 1983), Alan O’Day, Irish Home Rule, 1867-1921 (Manchester, 1998),
Eunan O’Halpin, The Decline of the Union: British Government in Ireland,
1892-1920 (Dublin, 1987), Brendan Sexton, Ireland and the Crown, 1922-36:
The Governor Generalship of the Irish Free State (Dublin, 1989), David Fitzpatrick,
The Two Irelands, 1912—1939 (Oxford, 1998) and Dermot Keogh, Twentieth
Century Ireland: Nation and State (Dublin, 1994).

For the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, see Justin McCarthy, The Ottoman
Peoples and the End of Empire (London, 2000), Turfan M. Naim, Rise of the Young
Turks: Politics, the Military and the Ottoman Collapse (London, 2000), Alec L.
Macfie, The End of the Ottoman Empire, 1908—1923 (New York, 1998) and L.
Carl Brown, Imperial Legacy: The Ottoman Imprint on the Balkans and the Midedle
East (New York, 1996). British imperial policy in the Middle East is examined in
Elizabeth Monroe, Britains Moment in the Middle East 1914—1971 (London,
1981) and Bruce Westrate, The Arab Bureau: British Policy in the Middle Fast,
1916-20 (University Park, PA, 1992), and French imperial policy in the Middle
East and North Africa is discussed in Moshe Gershovich, French Military Rule in

105



106

THE EUROPEAN COLONIAL EMPIRES

Morocco: Colonialism and its Consequences (London, 2000) and Peter Shambrook,
French Imperialism in Syria (Reading, 1998). The seminal works on Arab
nationalism are Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798—1939
(Cambridge, 1993) and George Antonius, 7he Arab Awakening: The Story of the
Arab National Movement (London, 1938). Other useful works include Rashid
Khalidi ez al. (eds), The Origins of Arab Nationalism (New York, 1991), Bassam
Tibi, Arab Nationalism: Between Islam and the Nation-State (London, 1997), Hilal
Khashan, Arabs at the Crossroads: Political Identity and Nationalism (Gainesville,
VA, 2000) and James Jankowski and 1. Gershoni (eds), Rethinking Nationalism in
the Arab Middle East New York, 1997).

On India, good overviews are provided by Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal,
Modern South Asia: History, Culture, Political Economy (London, 1998), Barbara
D. Metcalf and Thomas R. Metcalf, A Concise History of India (Cambridge, 2002)
and Peter Robb, A History of India (Basingstoke, 2002). For more specific texts,
see Judith Brown, Gandbi: Prisoner of Hope (New Haven, CT, 1989), R. J. Moore,
The Crisis of Indian Unity, 1917-40 (Oxford, 1974), Anil Seal, The Emergence of
Indian Nationalism: Competition and Collaboration in the Later Nineteenth Century
(Cambridge, 1968) and Brian Tomlinson, The Political Economy of the Raj,
1914-1947: The Economics of Decolonization in India (London, 1979). Some very
useful essays are contained in John Gallagher, Gordon Johnson and Anil Seal (eds),
Locality, Province and Nation: Essays on Indian Politics, 1870—1940 (Cambridge,
1973) and Christopher Baker, Gordon Johnson and Anil Seal (eds), Power, Profit
and Politics: Essays on Imperialism, Nationalism and Change in Twentieth-Century
India (Cambridge, 1981).

On South-East Asia, see Clive J. Christie, A Modern History of Southeast Asia:
Decolonization, Nationalism and Separatism (London, 1996) and Nicholas Tarling
(ed.), The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, vol. II (Cambridge, 1992). For
more detailed accounts, see H. W. Brands, Bound to Empire: The United States
and the Philippines 1890-1990 (New York, 1992), William Duiker, 7he
Communist Road to Power in Vietnam (Boulder, CO, 1981), David Marr,
Vietnamese Tradition on Trial, 1920—1945 (Berkeley, CA, 1981), Anthony Milner,
The Invention of Politics in Colonial Malaya (Cambridge, 1994), Michael Ricklefs,
A History of Modern Indonesia (London, 1999) and Takashi Shiraishi, An Age in
Motion: Popular Radicalism in Java 1912—1926 (Ithaca, NY, 1990).

For Africa in the period up to 1945, useful overviews can be found in Bill
Freund, The Making of Contemporary Africa (Basingstoke, 1998), J. D. Fage, A
History of Africa (London, 1995), John Hargreaves, Decolonization in Africa
(London, 1996) and John lliffe, Africans: The History of a Continent (Cambridge,
1995). For more detailed information, see Bruce Berman and John Lonsdale,
Unhappy Valley: Conflict in Kenya and Africa (London, 1992), Martin Chanock,
Unconsummated Union: Britain, Rhodesia and South Africa, 1900—45 (London,
1977), John lliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika (Cambridge, 1979), Anne
Phillips, The Enigma of Colonialism: British Policy in West Africa (London, 1989)
and Jean Suret-Canale, French Colonialism in Tropical Africa, 1900—1945
(London, 1971).



CHAPTER FIVE

The origins of the
Arab -Israeli conflict,
1900-48

Introduction

The origins and causes of the Arab—Israeli conflict have been the subject of much
debate. Some have argued that religion is at its heart, seeing the contest for
Palestine as an extension of the religious wars over Jerusalem in previous centuries
and the Arab-Israeli wars as a continuation of the dispute between the Prophet
Muhammad and the Jews of Medina. Others have asserted that it was the result
of Western colonialism, which denied Arabs self-determination while at the
same time favouring Zionism as an essentially European colonialist move-
ment. Others still have claimed that it was the intransigent and irrational, if not
fanatical, behaviour of Arabs or Zionists or both which provoked inter-communal
violence.

While there is some validity to all these arguments, this chapter will argue that
the causes of the conflict were the product of distinct historical developments in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: European anti-Semitism and
the rise of Zionism, the emergence of Arab nationalism and the quest for Arab
independence, the Ottoman defeat in the First World War, the British mandate
in Palestine, and the Second World War and the Holocaust. Thus it was not
religious antagonism, fanaticism or colonial policy which pitted Arabs and Jews
against each other, but, above all, competing national projects, laying claim to
the same territory and resources. Arab nationalism and Zionism almost inevitably
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self-determination

The idea that each national
group has the right to establish
its own national state. It is
most often associated with the
tenets of Wilsonian
internationalism and became a
key driving force in the
struggle to end imperialism.

anti-Semitism

A word which appeared in
Europe around 1860. With it,
the attack on Jews was based
no longer on grounds of creed
but on those of race. Its
manifestations include
pogroms in nineteenth-
century Eastern Europe and
the systematic murder of an
estimated six million Jews by
Nazi Germany between 1939
and 1945.
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Arab nationalism

The belief that all Arabic-
speakers form a nation that
should be independent and
united.

mandates

The colonial territories of
Germany and the Ottoman
Empire that were entrusted to
Britain, France, Japan,
Australia and South Africa
under the supervision of a
League of Nations
Commission.

Holocaust

The systematic mass murder
of six million European Jews
by the Nazis between 1939
and 1945.

Zionism

Movement for the re-
establishment of a Jewish state
in Palestine. Theodor Herzl is
conventionally seen as the
founding father of political
Zionism based on his 1896
book Der Judenstaat.

Aliyah (Hebrew: Ascent)

The wave of Jewish
immigration to Palestine and,
later, to Israel.
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found themselves embroiled in a bitter struggle for land and self-determination
which came to be known as the Arab—Israeli conflict.

The origins and development of Zionism

In order to understand the competition between Jews and Arabs over Palestine it
is necessary to take a closer look at their respective national claims and underlying
ideas and ideologies. Modern Zionism — the belief that the Jews are one people
and should have a state of their own — dates back to the second half of the
nineteenth century. Like other European nationalisms, it was inspired by the
French Revolution and the Enlightenment’s secular and rationalistic traditions,
notions of social contract, and principles of equality and citizenship. More
importantly, however, it was a direct response to the continuing prevalence of anti-
Semitism in Eastern and Western European society. The idea of a Jewish home or
state as the solution to the so-called Jewish problem arose both in the Eastern
European environment of segregation, persecution and oppression and in the freer
Western European environment of legal equality and assimilation. The result was
that Zionism as a national movement was the product of a number of thinkers,
who drew upon different personal experiences and intellectual traditions.

In 1881, a series of pogroms swept through southern Russia. As the first
extensive anti-Jewish disturbances since the slaughter of the Jews in Poland in
1648-49, they had a profound impact on the local Jewish community. They
dashed any hopes the Eastern European Jewish intelligentsia had nurtured for
reform and assimilation, sparking a wave of emigration, mainly to the United
States. But they also triggered aspirations for the renewal of Jewish national life
in the biblical Land of Israel — Eretz Israel — and thus gave birth to the Zionist
movement.

It was in response to these pogroms that Leo Pinsker, a Jewish doctor from
Odessa, published his pamphlet Auro-Emancipation in 1882 which saw a territory
for Jews as the answer to the burden of life as a Jewish minority among Gentiles
and as the means to regain lost dignity and self-respect. In fact, his focus on
honour was more important to him than the actual location of the territory and
consequently Pinsker was willing to consider countries other than Palestine for
the Jewish home. This willingness, however, was not shared by many of his Zionist
contemporaries, most of whom had come from a traditional religious background
steeped in the longing for Zion. Drawing upon Pinsker’s ideas, these Zionists
formed Hibbat Zion (Lovers of Zion), an organization which channelled small
groups of idealist settlers to Palestine. They were part of what became known as
the first Aliyah (immigration wave) which lasted from 1882 to 1903.

This small number of Eastern European idealists founded the first Jewish
settlements of Rishon LeZion, Petah Tikva, Rehovot and Rosh Pina. It was not,
however, their commitment that fired the imagination of European Jews who
knew little about the early Zionist endeavours in Palestine, but the writings of a
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Western European assimilated Jew by the name of Theodor Herzl. A Viennese
playwright and journalist, Herzl made one of the most important contributions
to Zionism by providing it with a practical and institutional framework. Following
the 1894 trial of the French Jewish officer Alfred Dreyfus, who had been falsely
accused and convicted of treason, in 1896 Herzl wrote a book entitled Der
Judenstaat (The Jewish State). In it Herzl called for the creation of a Jewish state
as assimilation had not produced the hoped-for end to anti-Semitism. Only a state
of their own could provide a rational solution to the Jewish experience of rejection,
humiliation and shame. Herzl’s notion of the state was firmly based on the
principles of the French Revolution in the sense that it was an essentially artificial
construct, rather than a mystical rebirth of a primordial entity. Herzl’s utopian
novel Altneuland (Old New Land), which is generally considered to have been
his blueprint for the Jewish state, in fact described it as a thoroughly Western
European upper-middle-class paradigm of civility, cleanliness, charm, theatre and
opera — an idealized version of Herzl’s Vienna, grounded in religious tolerance,
mutual respect and brotherhood. It was devoid of any distinctly Jewish qualities,
so much so that Herzl, like Pinsker, was in principle prepared to accept land
in Argentina or, as later suggested by the British colonial secretary, Joseph
Chamberlain, in British East Africa rather than Palestine.

In 1897, Herzl convened the first Zionist congress in Basle, Switzerland,
bringing together Eastern and Western European Zionists for the first time. It led
to the establishment of the World Zionist Organization for the ‘creation of a home
for the Jewish people in Palestine to be secured by public law’. This stated aim
revealed two important issues: first, that the Eastern European Zionists’ preference
for Palestine had resolved the territorial question, and, second, that this Jewish
state was to be achieved incrementally through the purchase and settlement of
land, on the one hand, and through diplomacy and the blessing of the Great
Powers on the other.

Herzl’s approach soon came under fire from a number of different sources.
Intellectually, his rational nationalism, which saw Zionism as the result of the
external pressures of anti-Semitism, was challenged by romantic nationalists, such
as Ahad Ha Am and Micha Joseph Berdichevsky, who asserted that Jewish
nationalism was the product of the innate Jewish instinct for national survival and
the eternal spirit of the nation. According to this school of thought, the Land of
Israel was crucial to national revival as it represented continuation with the biblical
past. Only through a return to the land would the Jewish people be liberated from
the weakness and degeneration of exile. Herzl's bourgeois vision was also
challenged by the budding socialist movement in Eastern Europe, whose quest for
social equality had attracted a number of Jewish intellectuals. These intellectuals,
in turn, introduced socialist principles into Zionism. It was not, however, these
principles but the pogroms that followed the aborted Russian Revolution in 1905
that provided the stagnating Zionist movement with new momentum. It gave rise
to the second Aliyah from 1904 to 1914 which is conventionally credited with
laying the institutional foundations for the Jewish state in Palestine.

By the time Zionism collided head on with Arab nationalism in Palestine it had
moved away from Herzl’s rational Enlightenment basis. Instead it had become a

109



see Chapter 4

ORIGINS OF THE ARAB—-ISRAELI CONFLICT

110

romantic-exclusivistic brand of nationalism based on a precarious mixture of
unifying ethnic-cultural bonds and mytho-historical spirit which organically
linked Jewish nationalism to Palestine alongside socialist revolutionary principles
of restructuring society. Not only did this transformation of Zionism exclude the
indigenous Arab population from the Jewish state-building project, as exempli-
fied by the slogan of ‘a land without a people for a people without a land’, the
centrality of land as an essential prerequisite for redemption for both the romantic
nationalist and agricultural socialist also placed the Zionist settlers in a zero-sum
competition with the Arab peasants — the Palestinians.

Palestinian nationalism

The growth and development of Zionism was paralleled by that of Arab
nationalism and it was over the territory of Palestine that these two national
movements competed and ultimately came into direct conflict. One question that
is often raised with respect to Arab nationalism and Palestine is whether a
distinctly Palestinian nationalism existed or whether it developed later purely in
reaction to Zionism. Apart from the obvious political implications, this question
is particularly pertinent as historians, until the second half of the twentieth
century, seem to have answered this question in the negative in the sense that
Palestinians are indeed marginal to the mainstream narratives. The first point that
needs to be taken into account is that few of these narratives were, in fact, written
by Arabs, never mind Palestinians. Second, European historiography on Palestine
in the nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries focused on issues of
European interest — Jerusalem, biblical Palestine and Crusader Palestine — thus
writing about Palestine without Palestinians. Third, traditional Zionist historiog-
raphy, as the only other main source of writings on Palestine, has denied any
meaningful Palestinian existence, thus aiding Jewish settlement in the same way
that the notion of the ‘virgin territories’ had aided European pioneer settlement
of the Americas and Africa.

Given these historiographical problems, it is necessary to take a closer look at
what kind of national identity did exist in Palestine. At the turn of the century,
the majority of Arabs in Palestine did not define themselves in national terms,
but rather by family, tribe, village or religious affiliation. Among intellectuals,
however, the process of nationalist self-definition can be traced back to the
Ottoman reforms of 1872, which established the independent sanjak (sub-
province) of Jerusalem as well as giving rise to the local urban notables. However,
it took another five decades for this to develop into a more cohesive discourse.
This delay can be explained by a number of factors: Arabs generally considered
Palestine as the southern part of Greater Syria; the local political culture was highly
fragmented; territorial nationalism was generally less developed in the Arab
Middle East; and last, but not least, any emerging ideas of Palestinian nationalism
wete in direct competition with the more encompassing ideas of Arab nationalism.
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Only when the European Powers carved up the Middle East following the First
World War, drawing artificial boundaries, did local territorial nationalisms,
including Palestinian nationalism, start to assert themselves against the ideological
pull of pan-Arabism. While Arab and Palestinian nationalisms emerged irrespec-
tive of Zionism, their development was profoundly affected by the emerging
conflict in Palestine just as it had been by Arab resistance to Turkish rule and the
region’s encounter with the colonial Powers.

The twice-promised land

The First World War had a profound impact on Palestine. Economically, it almost
destroyed the agricultural sector through the Ottoman army’s confiscation of food,
the conscription of the fellaheen (peasants), and a European blockade on the ports,
which prohibited the import of grain. As a result, the population was on the brink
of starvation. Politically, Palestine’s competing nationalist movements were both
harshly suppressed through sweeping arrests, the expulsions of foreign Jews and
the execution of some Arab nationalists. Yet, while the population in Palestine
suffered greatly, Arab nationalist and Zionist leaders outside Palestine were able
to strengthen their respective territorial claims as a result of British alliance policy.

The Ottomans’ entry into the war in November 1914 on the side of Germany
resulted in two independent yet inextricably linked developments. First, it
provided an opportunity for both Arabs throughout the Middle East and the
Zionists in Palestine to shake off Ottoman control. Second, it pitted Britain
against the Ottomans in the Middle East, initiating a British search for allies.
This search culminated in a number of secret agreements with the Russians,
Italians and French on the future of the Ottoman territories in the event of
an Entente victory. The most important such agreement was the 1916 Sykes—Picot
Agreement which mapped out British and French zones of control. It also resulted
in agreements with the Arabs and with the Zionists, known as the Hussein—
McMahon correspondence and the Balfour Declaration.

The Hussein—McMahon correspondence consisted of a set of letters in 1915
and 1916 between the British high commissioner in Cairo, Sir Henry McMahon,
and Sharif Hussein, head of the Hashemites and the guardian of the holy places
in Mecca and Medina on the Arabian peninsula. Sharif Hussein’s requests for
British military aid to help the Arabs rid themselves of the Turks preceded the
outbreak of the war, but had then been rejected as the Ottomans were still
considered a friendly power and necessary for maintaining the European balance.
Britain’s interests in Hussein’s plans, however, changed once it declared war on
Turkey. The British now believed that Hussein might be able to inspire an Arab
revolt which would undermine the Turks, stretch their resources and divert them
from threatening Britain’s link to the rest of its empire, the Suez Canal. This
change of interest laid the foundation for the Hussein—-McMahon corres-
pondence, which ultimately contained the British promise of Arab independence

pan-Arabism

Movement for Arab unity as
manifested in the Fertile
Crescent and Greater Syria
schemes as well as attempted
unification of Egypt, Syria and
Libya.

see Documents 5.1 and 5.2

Hashemites

The family of the Sharifs of
Mecca who trace their descent
to the Prophet Muhammad.
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in return for their support against the Ottomans. The Hussein—-McMahon corres-
pondence was not a formal treaty in any sense. Its lack of formality, however, was
not the main problem. Rather, it was the territorial ambiguity and its implicit
definition of ‘Arabness’.

Letter from McMahon to Sharif Hussein, 24 October 1915

. it is with great pleasure that I communicate to you on their [HMG’s] behalf the following
statement, which I am confident you will receive with satisfaction:

The two districts of Mersina and Alexandretta and the portions of Syria lying to the west of
the districts of Damascus, Homs, Hama and Aleppo cannot be said to be purely Arab, and

should be excluded from the limits demanded.
Subject to the above modifications, Great Britain is prepared to recognise and support the
independence of the Arabs in all regions within the limits demanded by the Sharif of Mecca.
Source: Reich (1995, pp. 19-25)

The territory to be given to the Arabs thus explicitly excluded portions of what
became Lebanon and Syria but made no reference to either Palestine or Jerusalem.
Thus it is not surprising that the Arabs believed Palestine would be part of their
national territory. Consequently, when the British after the end of the war claimed
that Palestine had been excluded, the Arabs felt bitterly betrayed. This was
especially so as Hussein’s campaign had contributed significantly to the British war
effort — first, through the seizure of the Red Sea port of Agaba, which opened the
way for attacking Ottoman forces in Palestine from the south-east, and, second,
through encouraging the Arab uprising in the northern provinces towards the end
of the war. Hussein thus believed he had upheld his end of the deal honourably,
while the British had not only failed to uphold theirs, but had also promised
Palestine as a home to the Jews.

If the First World War provided the opportunity for Arab nationalists to
push for independence through a military alliance with the British, it also
provided the opportunity for the Zionists to obtain international recognition of
their aspirations in Palestine. In 1917 the war in Europe started to go badly for
the Entente and once again the British began to explore alliances to shift the
balance of power in their favour. The Zionist movement had already been involved
in the war through the Zion Mule Corps attached to the British forces at Gallipoli
and several Jewish battalions attached to General Allenby’s forces in Palestine, but
up to this point it was considered a marginal player. This situation, however,
was soon to change, for the British prime minister, David Lloyd George, and
the foreign secretary, Arthur James Balfour, came to see support for the Zionist
movement as a means of preventing Russia from exiting the war after the February
Revolution, of undermining Germany from within and of galvanizing the
American war effort.
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The key Zionist player in the formation of this alliance was a chemistry lecturer
at Manchester University by the name of Chaim Weizmann. A Russian-born
British subject and an eloquent Zionist spokesman, Weizmann had already come
into contact with and lobbied a number of British politicians prior to the war,
including Arthur Balfour, whom he had first met during the 1906 general election
campaign. The notion of a Jewish state pushed by Weizmann gained prominence
among British politicians owing to his importance as a scientist involved in the
synthesizing of acetone, which was essential for making explosives. Weizmann,
through his diplomatic skills and his personal contacts, was able to obtain from
the British what had eluded Herzl in all his years of futile diplomacy with the
Ottomans: an international, in this case British, guarantee for a Jewish home in
Palestine. This guarantee was embodied in a letter from Balfour to the prominent
British Zionist Lord Rothschild and is commonly known as the Balfour
Declaration.

The Balfour Declaration, 2 November 1917

His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home
for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this
object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil
and religious rights of the existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and
political status of Jews in any other country.

Source: Reich (1995, p. 29)

As in the Arab case, the land promised to the Jews had no specified territorial
boundaries and the notion of a ‘national home’ was also vague. Even more
important for the development of the conflict in Palestine was the fact that the
same land — Palestine — seemed to have been given to both Jews and Arabs for
what by now had become mutually exclusive state-building projects.

The mandate and British policy

The end of the war raised expectations for independence among both Arabs and
Jews. Their hopes were, however, dashed when Britain ended up as first de facto
and later de jure in control of Palestine. Indeed, the Arab territories of the
Ottoman Empire were divided up and placed under French and British mandates
awarded at San Remo in 1920 and ratified by the League of Nations in 1922, a
territorial division which bore a remarkable resemblance to the 1916 Sykes-Picot
Agreement. Yet, while Britain, on the one hand, was clearly expanding its power
in the Middle East, on the other, it continued to back Arab, Jewish and Armenian

League of Nations

An international organization
established in 1919 by the
peace treaties that ended the
First World War. Its purpose
was to promote international
peace through collective
security and to organize
conferences on economic and
disarmament issues. It was
formally dissolved in 1946.
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claims for independence, often as a means to undermine rival European Powers,
particularly France. Indeed, British policy was more often than not driven by
European factors or imperial considerations and this placed the British authorities
in a rather awkward position in Palestine as the conflict between Arabs and Jews
escalated.

Britain’s position was further complicated by the divergence in views that
emerged between its officials on the ground and those in London. British officials
in Palestine tended to be more sympathetic to the Arabs. This tendency was
further strengthened by the fact that the Zionists in pursuit of equal rights had
on a number of occasions appealed over the head of the local administration to
London. Moreover, the local administration believed that Zionists’ aspirations for
statehood threatened stability not only in Palestine but also in other parts of the
British Empire, particularly those with Muslim populations. This view was not
shared by British officials in London. They saw the Balfour Declaration as the
main reason for the British presence in Palestine and backed Zionism, both
domestically and internationally. Furthermore, they felt bound by the official
incorporation of the Declaration into the Mandate Charter, which effectively
transformed the achievement of a Jewish national home into an international
obligation. The main result of this contradiction was that both Arabs and Zionists
were wary of British intentions. Therefore rather than balancing the situation,
British policy contributed to the tensions as the Zionists believed that Britain was
pro-Arab and the Arabs believed it was pro-Zionist.

British policy under Sir Herbert Samuel, the first high commissioner of
Palestine, was to uphold its pledge to assist the fulfilment of Zionist aims but also
to ensute that the Arab population’s civil and economic rights were safeguarded.
In concrete terms, this meant that Samuel ensured that Arabs could not stop
Jewish immigration and land purchases while at the same time he gave Arabs a
part in the mandate’s civil administration. He encouraged both Arabs and Jews to
build institutions and made several attempts to reconcile the two communities as
he did not believe that co-existence was impossible. His attempts, however, were
undermined by an increasing cycle of inter-communal violence.

The 1921 Nebi Musa riots constituted the first outbreak of large-scale
Arab—Jewish violence. The unrest, as well as the British response, laid down the

Table 5.1 British high commissioners for Palestine, 1920-48

Name Dates of tenure
Sir Herbert Samuel 1920-25
Lord Plumer 1925-28
Sir John Chancellor 1928-31
Maj. Gen. Sir Arthur Wauchope 1931-37
Sir Harold MacMichael 1937-44
Lord Gort 194445
Sir Alan Cunningham 1945-48
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pattern for the rest of the mandate period; it was characterized by urban clashes
between the two groups, in this case in Tel Aviv and Jaffa, followed by Jewish and
Arab reprisals and by Arabs attacking outlying Jewish settlements. The British
response was an investigation into the causes of the disturbances and a subsequent
temporary halting of Jewish immigration.
A similar pattern can be observed following the 1928-29 Wailing Wall riots,
which were the result of Muslim and Jewish suspicions, each thinking that the
other was planning to lay sole claim to the area which encompasses the remnants
of the Jews’ Second Temple as well as the Muslims’ Al-Agsa mosque and Dome
of the Rock. Almost a year of tension finally descended into outright violence in
Jerusalem, followed by Arab attacks on the Jewish quarters of Hebron and Safed,
leaving an estimated 133 Jews and 116 Arabs dead. The British response was an
investigation into the causes of the riots by the 1929 Shaw Commission which
concluded that Arab feelings of hostility were caused by their landlessness and fear
for their economic future as a result of Zionist land purchases and immigration.
The 1930 Hope—Simpson Commission was then charged with formulating pro-
posals to tackle these problems, with the result that recommendations to limit
both Jewish immigration and land purchases became the basis of the 1930
Passfield White Paper. The White Paper blamed the Jews for inciting the riots and
demanded that the Zionists make concessions in regard to their demand for a
national home. Jewish protests in Palestine and London elicited a letter from the
British prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, repudiating the White Paper, which,
in turn, angered the Arabs.
What is interesting when looking at the early investigations of the causes of
the riots is that all of the commissions seemed to be aware of the growing
impossibility of co-existence and the mutually exclusive national aspirations, yet
it was not until the 1937 Peel Commission that partition was recommended
and not until 1947 that partition and separation became the preferred choice
of ‘resolving’ the conflict. Throughout the 1920s and, indeed, the 1930s and
1940s the British approach to regulating the conflict appeared to revolve solely
around the issue of Jewish immigration and land purchases.
The effects of this policy in the 1920s become clear when looking at the 1930s.
Inter-communal tension remained high and hopes harboured by Samuel for
reconciliation faded. Both Zionists and Arabs felt betrayed by the British and felt
they could not rely on the British to ‘protect’ them. While the Zionists established
their own defence organizations in Palestine, their main political tool was exerting
pressure on British policy in London. Diplomacy was lower on the Arab agenda
for three key reasons. First, their representatives lacked access to high-level
European decision-makers and the necessary language skills to argue their case
eloquently. Second, European Orientalist attitudes towards Arabs and Muslims Arab Revolt
were ungenerous, to say the least. And, third, Arab leaders assumed that the British  peasant uprising in Palestine
would always side with their fellow ‘Europeans’ — the Jews. They had, however, =~ between 1936 and 1939
learnt one important lesson from the riots of the 1920s — that British policy- characterized by strikes and
. . civil disobedience during the
makers responded to the use and threat of violence — and this was drawn upon year and violence against
when the Arab Revolt erupted in 19306, catching both the Palestinian leadership  the British and Zionists during
and the British mandate authority by surprise. the subsequent two years.
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The Arab Revolt is significant for a number of reasons: it brought to the fore
the land question, as the revolt predominantly drew upon Arab peasants; it
signalled clearly that the Arabs were not going to accept quietly the Zionist state-
building project; and it left no doubt that a distinctly Palestinian identity existed.
With respect to the Palestinian leadership, on the one hand it showed a certain
degree of unity among urban notables, but, on the other, reflected the clear
dissatisfaction of the rural population with their urban leaders, with the exception
of the mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-Husayni. The British response to
the outbreak of the revolt was brutal repression, followed by the 1937 Peel
Commission which, following the pattern of previous commissions, concluded
that co-existence was impossible but, unlike its predecessors, recommended
partition. This recommendation, however, was not heeded. Over the next two
years the revolt escalated from general strikes and civil disobedience, which had
characterized much of 1936, to outright rebellion from 1937 to 1939. The
possibility of Palestine becoming ungovernable at a time when Europe was sliding
into another world war led the British authorities to rely on tried and tested
methods of conflict regulation rather than experimenting with new approaches.
Moreover, in 1938 the Woodhead Commission declared that partition was not
feasible and the Foreign Office expressed concern that a pro-Zionist policy would
drive the Arabs into the arms of the Axis Powers. All these dimensions were
reflected in the 1939 MacDonald White Paper issued only a few months before
the Second World War, which severely restricted Jewish immigration and land
purchases, while seemingly guaranteeing the achievement of an Arab Palestinian
state within ten years. The White Paper achieved the desired result in the sense
that the Arab Revolt came to an end. The Arab Revolt had also achieved its desired
result: a complete reversal of British policy, a clear step back from the Zionist state-
building project while simultaneously supporting Arab independence. However,
for the Jews faced with the unfolding events in Europe, the White Paper came to
represent the deepest act of betrayal.

Palestine and the Second World War

On 30 January 1933 Adolf Hitler was sworn in as Germany’s new chancellor. In
July 1935 Hitler’s government passed the Nuremberg Laws on racial purity, laying
the foundation for legal and institutionalized anti-Semitism. On 9 November
1938, in a night of terror, the Nazis destroyed synagogues, Jewish businesses and
Jewish property throughout Germany in what became known as the Kristallnacht.
On 30 January 1939, on the sixth anniversary of his rise to power, Hitler made a
speech predicting the destruction of European Jewry should war be forced” upon
him. On 1 September 1939, this war began.

The political changes in Germany and the outbreak of the Second World War
profoundly influenced the dynamics of the conflict in Palestine. Between 1933
and 1936, 164,000 Jews, predominantly from Germany and Austria, immigrated
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to Palestine, virtually doubling the Jewish population. Unlike the First Aliyah of
Zionist idealists and the Second and Third A/iyor of socialist agriculturalists, this
Fifth Aliyah was predominantly middle class, bourgeois and urban. The new
immigrants did not flock to outlying settlements, but instead settled in the cities
of Tel Aviv and Haifa, where they expanded the yishuv’s commercial and industrial
sectors.

While these new immigrants strengthened the Zionist state-building project,
they also presented a challenge to its homogeneity. Up until this point the yishuv
had been composed of mainly Eastern Europeans from working-class back-
grounds. Now Jewish society in Palestine saw its first class differences as well as
the introduction of a different set of cultural values and references.

The need to take in the steady stream of refugees from Europe placed Zionist
leaders in an awkward position once the 1939 White Paper had been issued. On
the one hand, they had to do everything to help European Jews immigrate to
Palestine, if need be illegally and in open defiance of the British. On the other
hand, they had to do everything they could to support the British war effort
against Germany. Indeed, with respect to the latter, an estimated 136,000
Palestinian Jews volunteered for service with the British during the course of the
war, including some 4,000 women.

British policy in Palestine during the war was guided by broader strategic
considerations. British troops were fighting Germany in Europe and in North
Africa as well as having to keep an eye on Germany’s Vichy French ally who had
taken over the mandate in Lebanon and Syria. What they could not afford at this
time was further troops being tied down in Palestine through an Arab uprising
and the only way to prevent this was strictly to enforce the limits on Jewish
immigration and land purchases.

Faced with concerted Jewish efforts to bring in refugees at all costs, this put
the Zionists in a difficult situation, leading to incidents such as the sinking of the
Struma in February 1941. The Struma was a decrepit cattle boat converted to
bring Jewish refugees escaping the Holocaust to Palestine. It had been anchored
off the Turkish coast while British and Zionist officials argued over its fate. Before
any agreement could be reached, an unexplained explosion sank the boat, killing
768 Jewish refugees. This, however, did not deter the British from continuing their
naval blockade, nor did it deter Jewish refugees from trying to enter Palestine.

In 1939 an average of 2,371 legal and illegal immigrants entered Palestine each
month. The British reaction in October 1940 was to suspend even the quota
allowed under the White Paper, to tighten the blockade, to confiscate ships, to
prevent others from sailing or to divert them to ports in Cyprus and even to deport
refugees who had entered illegally. As the Nazis extended their control, effect-
ively closing the avenues of flight, the number of Jews escaping from Europe to
Palestine dwindled to 500 per month in 1941 and 300 in 1942, but increased
again towards the end of the war with the liberation of the concentration camps.
In 1945, at the conclusion of the war, the population of the yishuv had increased
to 554,000, including 115,000 Jewish refugees who had entered illegally.

While the Jews were trying to balance their position vis-a-vis the British, some
Palestinian leaders saw the war as an opportunity to free themselves from British
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colonial control. For instance, the muf#i of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-Husayni, who
had already overplayed his hand with the British during the Arab Revolt, now
made contacts with the Axis Powers from his exile in Iraq. He believed that a
German victory would not only free Palestine from both the British and the
Zionists, but also lead to independence. The Germans conversely saw the mufti
as a vehicle for undermining Britain’s position in the Middle East, particularly in
Iraq, as well as for recruiting Bosnian Muslims into the SS. The British reaction
to Hajj Amin’s collaboration with the Nazis was as forceful as their attitude
towards Jewish immigration. Failing to capture the mufti himself, the British
mandate authorities in Palestine sentenced to death thirty-nine Palestinian
nationalists between November 1939 and June 1940. Every single one of them
was either a personal or family friend of the muf?.

The combined Arab and Zionist challenge to British policy, the latter of which
increasingly included paramilitary attacks from the /rgun and Stern Gang, as well
as the fact that Britain’s priority lay in Europe, led to the loosening of British
control over Palestine. This trend was reinforced by the end of the war and changes
in the international balance of power, most notably the decline of the British
Empire and the rise of the United States. At the same time American decision-
makers had also started to become the target of Zionist lobbying. In May 1942,
the American Zionist network issued the Biltmore Program which called for a
Jewish state in Palestine. The programme did not find immediate support in the
Roosevelt administration, which was preoccupied with the war in Europe and
worried about Arab oil supplies. It was, however, eventually adopted by both key
parties in the 1944 presidential elections owing to the first recorded lobbying
pressure that directly linked Jewish votes to support for the Zionist project. Both
Democrats and Republicans thus endorsed the quest for a Jewish state, laying the
foundation for future American policy. The support of the United States was
further strengthened through the wave of revulsion which swept the population
upon the liberation of the concentration camps and the revelation of the full
details of the Holocaust. The extermination of 5.6-6.9 million Jews not only
made the Zionist movement more determined than ever to achieve its goal, but
also engendered widespread international sympathy for its cause. Interestingly, the
establishment of a Jewish state was not only seen as a morally just cause, but was
also, in a more practical sense, perceived as a partial solution to the much broader
European refugee problem and was recommended as such by the 1946 Anglo-
American Commission of Inquiry.

Partition and the end of the mandate

From the end of the Second World War onwards Britain’s hold on Palestine
became increasingly tenuous as Arab and particularly Jewish violence increased in
a last concerted push for independence. The final British decision to relinquish
its mandate and withdraw from Palestine was the result of a combination of
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factors, the most important of which was the need to focus on domestic post-war
reconstruction and economic recovery from a war that had cost Britain £7 billion.

Another factor that should not be underestimated was the series of concerted
attacks on British targets in Palestine which started in 1944 and became known
as the Jewish Revolt. The revolt was carried out by all of the yishuv’s paramilitary
organizations, the mainstream Haganabh, its strike force the Palmah, and the
extremist [rgun and Lehi. It aimed at sabotaging British installations such as radar
posts, police stations, airfields, railways and the British-owned Iraqi Oil Company
pipeline. While the Haganah and Palmab limited their attacks to British property,
the frgun and Lehi also targeted British military personnel and civilians, as
exemplified by the frgun’s July 1946 bombing of the King David Hotel, a section
of which was used as the British military headquarters. Ninety-one lives were lost,
including many civilians, among them British, Jews and Arabs.

The need for additional troops, the growing number of casualties and the
increased cost of maintaining the mandate under such circumstances at a time
when the economy was failing and the public’s tolerance for military conflict had
dropped to an all-time low, resulted in domestic pressure on the British govern-
ment to withdraw. Added to this was growing international pressure as a result of
Britain’s continuation of its naval blockade to prevent Jewish immigration to
Palestine. The images of ships full of Holocaust survivors either being sent back
to their port of origin or re-routed to Cyprus where their passengers were again
interned in camps turned international opinion against Britain. Moreover, the end
of the war saw expectations that colonialism was coming to an end and that a new
age of independence and self-determination was beginning, as embodied by the
newly formed United Nations (UN).

Thus it was not wholly surprising that on 14 February 1947 Britain decided
to refer the Palestine problem to the UN. At the first special session of the General
Assembly in May 1947 the United Nations Special Commission on Palestine
(UNSCOP) was set up to investigate the causes of the conflict and to recommend
solutions. For the next four months UNSCOP conducted hearings in New York,
Jerusalem, Beirut and Geneva, virtually replicating the work of the previous
commissions of inquiry. It also came to a similar conclusion: both Jewish and Arab
claims to the land were of equal validity but their national aspirations were
irreconcilable. The majority opinion in UNSCOP was that only partition of the
territory would recognize these claims, allow both peoples self-determination and
thus resolve the conflict. The minority considered partition unworkable and
suggested a federal union of an Arab state and a Jewish state with a common
foreign and defence policy under a central power-sharing government.

The Zionists rejected the minority proposal but accepted partition. The Arabs,
who had earlier decided to boycott the UNSCOP inquiry, rejected both proposals.
These decisions ultimately deprived the Palestinians of an opportunity to make
their case and to influence the debate, as well as the subsequent vote, in the UN
General Assembly. The combination of Arab non-cooperation, general sympathy
for the Jews following the Holocaust and immense lobbying efforts by the Jewish
Agency resulted in a vote of thirty-three in favour of partition, thirteen against
and ten abstentions. The partition plan, drawn up by UNSCOP, divided Palestine
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in accordance with existing settlement patterns, and meant that the proposed Arab
state was to consist of the coastal strip of Gaza, Galilee in the north, and the area
around Nablus, Hebron and Beersheba, while the proposed Jewish state would
consist of the coastal area around Tel Aviv and Haifa, the Negev in the south, and
the Jezreel and Huleh valleys. Jerusalem was to come under international control.

However, the lack of territorial contiguity for either state and the problem
that small populations of either side were ‘trapped’ in the state of the other did
not augur well. Added that the Palestinian Arabs held on to their rejectionist
position and that neighbouring Arab countries vowed to destroy any Jewish state,
this unsatisfactory compromise ensured that the partition resolution was not the
end of the Palestine conflict but rather the beginning of years of Arab—Israeli war.

Arab and Zionist institution-building

One of the questions often asked is: why, following the partition of Palestine in
November 1947, did only the Zionists end up with a state in 1948 while the
Palestinians remained stateless? This can be partially explained by the differences
in the Zionist and Palestinian institution-building processes over the preceding
five decades and partially by the outcome of the 1948 war, Arab disunity and the
Palestinian refugee problem. It is thus useful to take a closer look at institution-
building before moving on to the war itself.

Jewish immigration, land purchases and self-sufficiency were vital to the
Zionist state-building effort and that was reflected at the institutional level. The
early institutions included the Jewish Colonial Association (JCA) which was
established in Paris in 1891 and the Jewish National Fund (JNF) established in
1901. These bodies were responsible for acquiring land for collective use by the
Jewish nation. In addition, there was the first Palestine Office of Herzl’s Zionist
Organization, opened in the port city of Jaffa in 1908, which, in turn, established
the Palestine Land Development Company to train Jewish immigrants in
agriculture with the aim of settling them on the land purchased by the JNF and
the JCA.

The 1917 Balfour Declaration, followed by the arrival of the British in
Palestine and the mandate, resulted in a proliferation of Zionist institutions
encouraged by Sir Herbert Samuel as well as by the belief that the incorporation
of the Balfour Declaration into the 1922 Mandate Charter amounted to inter-
national support for the Zionist state-building efforts.

The Zionist Commission arrived in April 1918 and, as it had been granted
semi-independent status by the British Foreign Office, it was in a better position
to extract concessions from the mandate authorities than were Arab institu-
tions. For instance, its requests to give Hebrew equal language status to Arabic
and appoint Jews as government officials were granted early on, providing the
Zionists with a foundation from which to push for full equality, despite numerical
inferiority.
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The 1920s and 1930s saw the proliferation of Zionist institutions, including
the main financial institution Keren Hayesod (Foundation Fund) and the Histadrut
(General Federation of Jewish Labour), as well as the Palestine Worker Party
Mapai and Zeev Jabotinsky’s Zionist Revisionist Party which respectively formed
the basis for today’s centre-left Labour Bloc and centre-right Likud Bloc. The key
political institution, however, was the Jewish Agency established in 1929, which
served as the official representative body of the Jews vis-a-vis the British admini-
stration and the League of Nations. The basic aims of the Jewish Agency included
the facilitation of immigration to Palestine, the advancement of the Hebrew
language, the acquisition of land through the JNE the development of agriculture
and the fulfilment of Jewish religious needs. Moreover, the Jewish Agency
effectively became the government of the emerging state with its executive not
only assuming the role of a cabinet, but also providing the training ground for
future Israeli politicians, including Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben Gurion,
and its first female prime minister, Golda Meir.

The last bodies that need to be discussed are the defence organizations, for these
completed the transformation of the Zionist institutional network into a proto-
state. The establishment of the Haganah (Defence) in 1920 with the aim of
protecting Jewish community property was a reflection of the growing conflict
with the Arabs and the declining trust in the British. It also paved the way for the
‘victory’ of the ‘hawks’ within Zionism over the ‘doves’. The 1920-21 Nebi Musa
riots and the 1928-29 Wailing Wall riots further increased the sense of Jewish
insecurity, resulting in the 1931 foundation of a rival paramilitary organization,
the Irgun Zva'i Lewmi (National Military Organization) and the 1939 formation
of the Lobamei Herut Israel (Fighters for the Freedom of Israel) or Lebi, also
referred to as the Stern Gang. While the Haganah was closely associated with the
labour movement and advocated an official policy of restraint, the /rgun and Lehi
were associated with the revisionist movement and pursued an aggressive policy.
The latter included both attacks on and retaliation against Arab activists and the
Arab population, as well as terrorism against the British mandate authority. These
actions underlined the revisionist belief in ‘redemption through force’ and the
inevitability of conflict with the Arabs who ultimately had to be destroyed or
expelled if the Zionist state project was to succeed.

What is clear when looking at the institutions of the yishuv is not only that they
organized virtually every aspect of Jewish life but also that they, in all but name,
functioned as a state with its own domestic, economic, foreign and defence policy.
It is thus not surprising that upon the end of the British mandate, these institutions
were easily transformed, with the Zionist Executive becoming the Israeli
government, the Haganah becoming the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) and so on.

What is equally clear when looking at Palestinian Arab institutions during the
same period is that they lacked the strength, cohesiveness and comprehensiveness
of their Zionist counterparts. It is thus no accident that they could not be that
easily transformed into a Palestinian government in 1948, although it must be
stressed that this was not the only obstacle to state formation. The question that
consequently must be asked is why Palestinian Arab institutions developed so
asymmetrically.
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The Palestinian process of institution-building was inspired by the 1913 Arab
Congress as well as the need to deal with the Zionist challenge. A number of
organizations sprang up at this point, the most important of which included the
Arab Palestinian Economic Company, the Arab Club — a/-Nadi al-Arabi — and the
Literary Club — al-Muntada al-Adabi — which, despite its name, was a political
organization. They promoted a blend of local and Arab nationalism, were strongly
anti-Zionist and concerned with countering the growing Zionist presence,
particularly in the economic sphere. Like most other nationalist organizations
before the 1930s, they were oriented towards Syria, seeing Palestine as Southern
Syria and to some extent looking to the Hashemites for political leadership. In
addition to the political agenda, the Literary Club also played an active role in
education and culture, particularly in the Arab schools of Jerusalem.

By far the most significant organization in this period, however, was the
Muslim—Christian Association — al-Jamiyya al-Islamiyya al-Masihiyya — which
convened the First Palestinian Arab Congress, also known as the All Palestine
Congress, in Jerusalem in February 1919. It served as the mainstay of the
Palestinian nationalist movement with branches in all major cities and represent-
ing both Christians and Muslims. The Muslim—Christian Association’s political
platform advocated opposition to Zionist immigration and the creation of an
independent and elected Palestinian legislature. But it also saw Palestine as a self-
governing province within a Syrian federation rather than as a state of its own.

Just as Zionist institutions proliferated under Samuel’s encouragement, so too
did Arab institutions as Samuel aimed at creating fully parallel scructures. Thus
in December 1920, at the Third Palestinian Arab Congress, an executive was
established to deal with the mandate authority. It was headed by Musa Kazim
al-Husayni of the Husayni notable family. However, while the Arab Executive
represented Palestinian nationalists, it also reflected the divisions in Palestinian
society. The Husaynis' rivals, the Nashashibis, for instance, boycotted the
Executive, and this weakened it as an institution. It also ensured that the Executive
was associated with a particular person rather than representing the people as a
whole and when Musa Kazim al-Husayni died in 1934, the Executive virtually
ceased to function. The Supreme Muslim Council, established by Hajj Amin al-
Husayni in 1922 to manage Muslim religious affairs, suffered from similar
weaknesses. While it grew beyond its original remit and evolved into a political
institution, it too was torn by factional struggles between the supporters of the
nationalist leadership led by the Husaynis as well as being continuously challenged
by the opposition led by the Nashashibis.

Palestinian factionalization and institutional weakness were also to a large
degree a reflection of Palestinian traditional society which had been under
Ottoman governance until 1919. Palestinian féllaheen approached politics on an
intensely local and personal level. As a result, the idea of bureaucratic institutions
was not easily embraced. This placed them at a distinct disadvantage compared
with the Zionists who came from a European tradition of state-building.

The British divide-and-rule policy further exacerbated Palestinian divisions.
For instance, in 1921 the British supported Hajj Amin al-Husayni for the position
of mufti of Jerusalem. When they perceived him as too strong and too extreme,
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they shifted their support to the mayor of Jerusalem, Raghid al-Nashashibi. In
1927, the Nashashibis won the municipal elections and the Arab Executive
temporarily closed its offices. It was not until 1928 that the Husaynis and
Nashashibis agreed to push for representative institutions together, only to be
undermined by the 1928-29 riots.

In the 1930s, to some extent mirroring Zionist developments but also those in
other Arab countries, a number of Palestinian parties were formed. They included
Awni Abdel Hadi’s Istiglal (Independence) Party which was founded in 1932,
Hajj Amin al-Husayni’s Palestine Arab Party, Raghid al-Nashashibi’s National
Defence Party, Hussein Khalidi’s Reform Party, and Abdel Latif Salah’s Nationalist
Bloc. While all these parties advocated resistance to the Jewish national project
and the maintenance of the Arab character of Palestine, and while all lobbied the
mandate authorities to improve the socio-economic position of the Arabs, unity
in aims was eroded by the continuing focus on personalities.

The 1930s also saw the rise of Arab civil disobedience and violence, culminat-
ing in the 1936-39 Arab Revolt. The revolt itself led to institutional change with
its greatest success being the establishment of the Arab Higher Committee, which
was composed of the leaders of all the main factions and thus provided Palestinian
unity. Despite the July 1937 secession of the Nashashibis, its proscription in
October 1937 and the dismissal and exile of Hajj Amin in an attempt by the
British to break the revolt, the Committee became a symbol of Palestinian unity
and an example for future generations to emulate. Thus it is not surprising that
the Arab Revolt served as an inspiration for the 1987 intifada.

While the Palestinian nation-building process benefited from the revolt, the
Palestinian state-building process did not. In contrast to the Jewish case, the
proliferation of Arab guerrilla bands did not lead to the establishment of a united
paramilitary organization or indeed a Palestinian army. Instead the rise in violence,
which influenced British policy so effectively, also led to a forceful clamp-down
on the emerging national movement, resulting in the suspension of Arab
institutions and the exile of Arab leaders. Finally, the revolt caused severe damage
to the Palestinian economy, ultimately speeding up the unravelling of a highly
factionalized and increasingly leaderless Palestinian society.

This overview of the Arab institutions reveals a number of weaknesses, the first
of which was that not only were they competing with Zionist institutions, but
they were in themselves divided between those focusing on Palestine and those
advocating a greater Arab or Syrian agenda. Another problem concerning, in
particular, the eatly Palestinian institutions was that many of them emerged
outside the existing structure of elite politics. On the one hand, this meant the
politicization of new segments of society, but, on the other, it threatened the
interests of the current leadership, which wanted to preserve the existing political
and economic patterns. This leadership was composed of a small number of
wealthy Muslim families, including the Husaynis, the Nashashibis, the Alamis and
the Khalidis, who had their bases in and around Jerusalem, had fared well under
the Ottomans, and were essentially feudal in their approach. While being sincere
Arab and Palestinian nationalists, their nationalism remained conservative and
fearful of any move that could spark social changes which would undermine the
existing political order. The leadership’s indifference, and indeed hostility, to new
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nationalist institutions assured that many of these movements were weak and
short lived.

While the disunity within the Palestinian leadership prevented the creation of
strong institutions from above, the general erosion of the socio-economic
foundation since the late Ottoman period undermined them from below. The
combination of oppressive tax and land-tenure systems with the practices of
the urban landowners led to the dispossession of the fellaheen, to rural-urban
migration, and to unemployment, all of which were aggravated by Zionist land
purchases, the exclusion of Arabs from the labour market and the Arab Revolt.
By the 1940s the Arabs in Palestine were not only unable to compete with Zionist
institution-building and proto-state formation, they were without credible
leadership and on the verge of societal collapse. Thus, when Palestine was parti-
tioned in November 1947, Arab nationalist dreams in Palestine lay in disarray.
Palestine collapsed into civil strife and the Palestinian exodus began. The dispersal
of a large part of the Palestinian population across refugee camps in neighbouring
Arab states dealt Palestinian statehood the final blow.

The 1948 war

On 14 May 1948 the British mandate came to an end and the state of Israel was
proclaimed in the territory allocated to the Jews by the UN partition plan. The
following day, 15 May, the armies of Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon and Iraq
started their attack on the newly established state of Israel. An estimated 6,000 to
7,000 Arab volunteers constituting the Arab Liberation Army crossed the border
to liberate Palestine and to destroy Israel. During the early period of the war Israel
was on the defensive, literally fighting for its survival. By far the biggest problem
for Israel was the arms embargo imposed after the partition resolution, which
made it difficult to procure sufficient weapons. This military weakness was further
compounded by its numerical inferiority and the difficulties of streamlining a
fighting force composed of well-trained local Jews and untrained, physically weak
European Holocaust survivors, who often had no knowledge of Hebrew. Israel’s
weaknesses and the high morale of the Arab fighters, who had been promised a
quick and easy war, explain the Arab successes during the first phase of the war,
in which Palestinian irregulars or fedayeen effectively laid siege to the Jewish part
of Jerusalem, while the Arab Liberation Army isolated a number of Jewish
settlements in Galilee.

The turning point in the war came with the UN-decreed cease-fire on 11 June
1948. While the UN mediator, Count Folke Bernadotte, explored the possibilities
of a compromise solution, the Israelis and Arabs rearmed, regrouped and prepared
for the next confrontation. It was at this point that Israel began to gain the upper
hand, for while the Arab forces started to suffer from low morale, lack of co-
ordination and logistical support, and, above all, a lack of unity caused by mutual
suspicion of each other’s political and territorial aims, the IDF steadily increased
not only its manpower to 65,000, as opposed to the Arab force of 25,000, but also

fedayeen (Arabic: guerrillas;
suicide squads)

Originally associated with the
Ismaili ‘Assassins’ in medieval
history. After 1948 the term
was used to describe
Palestinian guerrilla groups.

125



see Map 5.2

126

ORIGINS OF THE ARAB-ISRAELI CONFLICT

Plate 5.1 Declaration of the State of Israel, Tel Aviv, Israel, 14 May 1948. The first Israeli
prime minister, David Ben Gurion, stands under a huge portrait of Theodor Herzl,
the founder of political Zionism, surrounded by members of the National Jewish
Council to officially proclaim the state of Israel. On the same day Israel received
de facto recognition from the United States, and the Arab states of Lebanon, Syria,
Jordan, Egypt and Iraq invaded Israel with their regular armies. (Photo: AFP/Getty
Images)

its firepower. Indeed, during the truce Israel imported a significant number of
rifles, machine-guns, armoured cars, field-guns, tanks and ammunition, despite
the UN embargo. Consequently when fighting resumed on 8 July, Israel started to
make its first territorial gains, including seizing the town of Nazareth. By December
Israel controlled most of Galilee, and its forces had crossed into Lebanon in the
north and broken the Egyptian blockade in the Negev in the south.

In January 1949, when it became clear that the Arabs would not win the war,
armistice negotiations began on the island of Rhodes under UN auspices. First
Egypt, then Lebanon, Jordan and Syria concluded agreements with Israel. On the
territorial side both Israel and the Arab states gained. Israel increased its territory
by 21 per cent and gained a contiguous and defensible border. Egypt gained the
Gaza Strip and Transjordan the West Bank. The Palestinians, in contrast, lost
the territory that they had been allotted under the UN partition plan. An estimated
150,000 Palestinians came under Israeli rule, 450,000 under Transjordan and
200,000 under Egypt. Between 750,000 and 800,000 Palestinians had become
refugees at the end of 1948, dispossessed and homeless. While the territorial gains
were perceived as a clear benefit, the armistice agreements left the political situation
unsettled in many ways. The Arabs had lost the war and with it a considerable
amount of prestige. This blow to their legitimacy had a destabilizing effect, leading
to military coups, social ferment and revolution. The victor, Israel, fared only
marginally better. It had failed to gain what it needed most: recognition and
legitimacy in the eyes of its neighbours. Thus it was only a matter of time before
what was referred to as ‘no-war no-peace’ turned once again into war.
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Debating the 1948 war

The 1948 Arab -Israeli War, known by Israelis as the War of Independence and by

nagba (Arabic: disaster) Palestinians as al-nagba (the disaster), has become the subject of a heated historiog-
Term for the Palestinian
experience in the 1947-49
Arab-Israeli war, alluding to
the Arab defeat and the the Holocaust to fight against the overwhelming odds of Arab numeric superiority,
Palestinian refugee situation.

raphical debate. This war has been described in conventional Israeli historiography
as the heroic struggle of a weak and embattled infant nation rising from the ashes of

British collusion with the Arabs, lack of international support, an unjustly imposed
arms embargo and the blockade of Palestine. Like the biblical victory of David over
Goliath, Israel’s victory has been portrayed as a miracle, becoming part and parcel of
Israel’s national discourse. Since the opening of new archives in the late 1980s, this
account of the 1948 war has been challenged by the so-called ‘new historians’ such
as Avi Shlaim (1988), Benny Morris (1987), llan Pappé (1994 and 1999) and Simha
Flapan (1987) with respect to six specific areas:

1 The role of the United Kingdom. Traditional historians have argued that the British
were anti-Zionist and pro-Arab as evidenced by their handover of many of their
military installations in Palestine to the Arab Legion. Revisionist historians assert
that British policy was neither anti-Zionist nor pro-Palestinian but determined by
their support for the Hashemite Kingdom of Transjordan.

2 Israel’s victory. According to the new historians it was not a miracle but the result
of a favourable military balance. With the exception of the first phase of the war,
Israel’s forces were better trained, better equipped, better motivated, better
organized and better armed.

3 The Palestinian refugee problem. Israeli traditionalists claim that the Palestinians
left of their own accord and thus Israel bears no responsibility for the refugee
problem, while Arab historians have traditionally asserted that the Palestinians
were expelled and consequently have the right to return. Israeli revisionists have
added a further dimension to this politically charged debate, stating that there is
no evidence of Arab broadcasts that encouraged the Palestinians to leave or of
blanket expulsion orders. Instead, the refugee problem was the result of the war,
of the protracted bitter fighting, and fear.

4 [sraeli-Jordanian relations. These became the subject of controversy when ‘new’
historians maintained that the Zionists had colluded with King Abdullah between
1947 and 1949 by agreeing to divide Palestine between Israel and Jordan, thus
depriving the Palestinians of a state. Such collusion, of course, challenges the
image of Israel as a nation without allies and with only hostile Arab neighbours.
It also shows that Abdullah had few qualms about betraying his fellow Arabs, in
general, and the Palestinians, in particular, when he could expand Jordanian
territory and influence.
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5 Arab war aims. The traditional account of the Arab fighting against Israel has
focused on the claim that the goal was to destroy the fledgling Jewish state totally.
While this is supported by the rhetoric coming from the Arab camp, new research
has shown that the Arabs were far less united than has been assumed. In fact, each
of the Arab states was far more concerned with increasing its own influence and
gaining control over the territory allotted to the Palestinians under the partition
plan, so much so that the result was a general ‘land grab’rather than the liberation
of Palestine.

6 The search for peace. It has often been asserted that the lack of peace following
the 1948 war was the result of Arab intransigence. Revisionists, however, have
shown that Israel was equally intransigent when it came to making the com-
promises necessary for peace.

Conclusion

The origins and the causes of the Arab—Israeli conflict cannot be separated from
the historical developments of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
The emergence of modern nationalist movements based on the values of the
Enlightenment, such as equality and citizenship, and the dismemberment of the
Ottoman Empire after the First World War as part of the emerging process of
decolonization, set in motion the quest for independence and statehood for both
Arabs and Zionists. Developments in Europe added urgency to the Zionist project
which, in turn, increased the need for an Arab response. The quest for statehood
was further propelled by the introduction into the public discourse of the idea of
self-determination with Wilson’s fourteen points, the League of Nations and
later the UN. In Palestine both nationalist movements started to compete with
each other from the turn of the century onwards, eventually clashing over claims
to the same territory. This competition gave rise to a distinctly Palestinian
nationalism separate from Arab nationalism. However, compared with the Zionist
movement, the Palestinian nationalist movement was clearly disadvantaged as it
was highly factionalized and intensely personal and lacked the European tradition
of state-building. As a result, when in May 1948 the Zionists established the state
of Israel in the territory allocated to the Jews by the 1947 UN partition plan, the
Palestinian quest for statchood remained tied to the hope that the Arabs would
liberate them — only for this to be dashed by Arab disunity and the Israeli military
victory.

decolonization

The process whereby an
imperial power gives up its
formal authority over its
colonies.

fourteen points

A speech made by the
American president Woodrow
Wilson on 8 January 1918 in
which he set out his vision of
the post-war world. It
included references to open
diplomacy, self-determination
and a post-war international
organization.
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Recommended reading

The best accounts of the early phase of the Arab—Zionist conflict over Palestine
are generally found in books covering the whole of the Arab-Israeli conflict. By
far the most comprehensive and objective history is Mark Tessler, History of the
Israeli—Palestinian Conflict (Bloomington, IN, 1994). Shorter versions of the same
material and useful particularly for newcomers to the subject include T. G. Fraser,
The Arab—Israeli Conflict (New York, 1995), Chatles D. Smith, Palestine and the
Arab-Israeli Conflict (New York, 1996), Kirsten E. Schulze, The Arab—Israeli
Conflict (London, 1999) and Don Peretz, Library in a Book: The Arab—Israel
Dispute (New York, 1996).

The development towards a distinctly Palestinian nationalism is discussed by
Yehoshua Porath in his books The Emergence of the Palestinian Arab Nationalist
Movement, 1918—1929 (London, 1974) and The Palestinian Arab National
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CHAPTER SIX

‘Good neighbors’? The
United States and the
Americas, 1900-45

Introduction

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century the Western Hemisphere appeared
far removed from the centre of international relations. Having removed the yoke
of European imperialism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
(with some exceptions, most notably Canada), the countries of North, Central
and South America had played a minor role in the rivalries between the European
Powers. Even the United States was too preoccupied with its own continental
expansion and Civil War (1861-65) to pay much attention to the old continent,
let alone Asia or Africa. Yet, as the century drew to a close, the United States
emerged as an increasingly influential player in international affairs. During the
first half of the twentieth century that role would be secured and enhanced to
the point that, in 1945, the United States became the most powerful nation on
earth.

In retrospect this seems hardly an accident. Already at the turn of the century
the United States was, by any economic, geographic or population measure, one
of the Great Powers. It had a population of more than 75 million in 1900, a
domestic marketplace that stretched from the Adantic to the Pacific (and north
to Alaska), and an increasingly influential position in the world’s financial markets.
A key ingredient in the growth of American power was its ability to utilize, almost
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at will, not only its own remarkable material resources but those of its southern
neighbours as well. This unquestioned American dominance of the Western
Hemisphere in the first half of the twentieth century is the central theme of this
chapter. It will highlight the ways in which the United States penetrated deeply
into Latin American, and particularly Central American and Caribbean, affairs.

This influence was obvious in two major ways. First, the United States was
willing to use its military force — both the navy and the marines — to exercise its
will upon, and even run a number of, Latin American countries. Second, the
Americans dominated — and ultimately exploited — the Western Hemisphere
economically through investment and ownership that effectively made American
companies and individuals the key proprietors of Latin American resources.

A third aspect that this chapter will explore is the impact of world events and
ideological debates on the specific means by which the United States exercised its
dominance. In particular, the chapter will explore how American interventionism,
while always present, needed to be justified and modified depending on the mood
of the nation and the potential for alienating friends in the rest of the world. In
short, while Americans dominated the Western Hemisphere, they would at times
go to great pains to justify this dominance by invoking altruistic principles. This
was particularly evident during the Democratic administrations of Woodrow
Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt. For example, in the 1930s, when it was reluc-
tant to intervene militarily, Washington looked to other means than ‘gunboat
diplomacy’ to maintain its dominance, particularly after Roosevelt declared his
‘Good Neighbor’ Policy in 1933. The result was a drive to develop joint decision-
making under the rubric of pan-Americanism. Yet, as will be argued, the goals of
the ‘Good Neighbor’ policy and pan-Americanism were ultimately not very differ-
ent from those of; say, the overt American interventions that had been launched
in the Caribbean during the 1920s.

The Monroe Doctrine and the imperial thrust

The Monroe Doctrine is undoubtedly the most hallowed — and longest lasting —
of America’s foreign policy doctrines. Pronounced initially by President James
Monroe in a speech to Congress on 2 December 1823, the doctrine — mainly a
product of Secretary of State (and later President) John Quincy Adams’s thinking
— had three key parts. First, Monroe stated that the various parts of the Western
Hemisphere were no longer ‘to be considered as subjects for further colonization
by any European Powers’. Second, the Monroe Doctrine stressed the differences
that existed between the political systems of Europe (monarchies) and the Western
Hemisphere (democratic republics). Third, in return for the non-intervention of
European Powers in the Western Hemisphere, the United States would not
interfere in European affairs. Given the context of 1823 it was a bold statement;
after all the United States, although it had recently acquired Florida from Spain,
was militarily no match for the major Powers of Europe. While the Monroe
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Doctrine remained, at the time of its proclamation, a doctrine that held lictle
practical consequence, it did, however, emerge as a justification for growing
American involvement in the affairs of its neighbours to the south. At the same
time, the Monroe Doctrine lost much of its original ‘democratic’ message and
became, in the eyes of many South and Central Americans, a smokescreen for a
new kind of colonialism directed from Washington.

As the United States completed its westward expansion in the last decades of
the nineteenth century and embarked on unprecedented economic growth, the
debate about America’s role in the world began to go beyond the confines of
the Western Hemisphere. As the United States acquired bases in Hawaii, and as
influential Americans pushed for Congtess to support the financing of the Panama
Canal, it became clear that the anti-imperialist and isolationist tradition was facing
a growing challenge from those arguing for an expansionist foreign policy. By the
1890s disagreements between the so-called imperialists and anti-imperialists
dominated the domestic debate about foreign policy.

The imperialists drew on some of the most popular ideas of their time. One
influential historian, Brooks Adams, advanced the notion of social Darwinism
by simply declaring that among nations, as among animals and plants, the
principle of ‘the survival of the fittest’ applied. Hence, Adams maintained in his
1895 book The Law of Civilization and Decay that if the United States did not
continue its expansion in the new century, it would enter a period of decline. This
belief was reinforced by popular theories about racial inequality and the ‘inherent
superiority’ of the English-speaking peoples; it was America’s ‘Manifest Destiny’,
John Fiske declared in the 1890s, to expand the ‘blessings’ of Anglo-Saxon
civilization. Another historian, Frederick Jackson Turner, in 1893 warned about
the negative impact that the loss of a continental frontier — a wilderness to be
tamed — would have on the American character; the Americans needed future
frontiers to conquer to set them apart from the rest of the world.

While such ideas undoubtedly had their impact, economic arguments were
equally important in persuading many Americans of the need for overseas
expansion. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century exports constituted about
7 per cent of the national output; when a sudden economic downturn hit the
United States in 1893 the remedy, many industrialists argued, was to sell more
abroad. Two problems stood in the way. First, in Europe protectionism reigned
and threatened to cut the United States off from lucrative continental markets.
Second, at the height of imperialism in the 1880s and 1890s, the Europeans
transferred their protectionism to cover much of the rest of the world. Of
particular interest to Americans was China, which was viewed, already in the
1890s, as holding the key to future prosperity. Thus, the United States needed,
many argued, to make sure that it was not cut off from access to the Chinese
market.

America’s leading naval strategist, Alfred T. Mahan, presented another
argument for overseas expansion. As early as 1890 Mahan argued that the United
States had to look at the world’s seas as being vital to America’s prosperity and
security; hence he advocated the building of a strong navy, additional investment
in a vast merchant marine and, perhaps most significantly, the acquisition of
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overseas bases that could be used to protect American interests which, he argued,
had become global.

Thus, the intellectual underpinnings of expansionism drew on numerous
sources. At the time, in the 1890s, they still ran into strong opposition from those
who viewed isolationism as a better way to protect American interests and
democracy in a world that was still ruled mostly by imperialist monarchies. The
anti-expansionist cause was, however, increasingly on the defensive and, to many,
out of date. As the new century approached, the majority of influential Americans
were ready to support US entry into world affairs. All they needed was a suitable
pretext.

The Spanish - American War

The event that most clearly thrust the United States into its new role as a Great
Power was the Spanish—American War of 1898, which was fought mainly
over the issue of who controlled the Philippines and Cuba, both long-standing
Spanish colonies. By the late nineteenth century the ability of Spain to hold on
to these possessions had become increasingly stretched as independence move-
ments challenged its authority. In Cuba, an island whose close proximity to the
United States made it a constant source of interest to Washington throughout
the twentieth century, the Spanish had been able to put down a decade-long revolt
in 1878. However, starting in 1895 the Cuban independence fighters, led by José
Marti’s Cuban Revolutionary Party, which had established its headquarters in
New York in 1892, mounted a serious challenge. After a period of official neu-
trality, the United States eventually declared war on Spain in April 1898 following
the explosion of an American battleship (Maine) in Havana harbour two months
earlier.

Known as the ‘Splendid Little War’, the Spanish—American War lasted only
four months. It clearly exposed the weakness of the Spanish Empire and resulted
in the American acquisition of the Philippines (with a $20 million nominal
payment to Spain), Puerto Rico and Guam. As a result, the United States became
a major Pacific Power and acquired bases that satisfied both the navalists and those
calling for it to gain a foothold in the Chinese market. In addition, the United
States naturally strengthened its hold over the Caribbean region by effectively
controlling the now nominally independent Cuba. After the Spanish—American
War, comments about the Caribbean as ‘an American lake’ were not far from
reality.

These imperial acquisitions did not come without a hefty price. Indeed, the
Filipinos, under the leadership of Emilio Aguinaldo, rejected the transfer of their
country from Spain to the United States, and a prolonged guerrilla war erupted
in February 1899. Over the next three years, American forces fought in a far more
ferocious campaign than the one they had just concluded against the Spaniards.
Atrocities — including the torture of captured Filipino guerrillas — became



THE UNITED STATES AND THE AMERICAS

commonplace in a conflict that cost the lives of 4,200 Americans and thousands
of Filipinos. Eventually American forces were successful and William Howard
Taft, the future president, took over as governor of America’s largest colony.

The rise of an American empire at the turn of the century also prompted a
debate in the United States about the nature of its foreign policy and how such
moves as the acquisition of the Philippines could be justified. The so-called anti-
imperialists, headed in the 1900 presidential campaign by the Democratic
candidate William Jennings Bryan, protested against the acquisition of overseas
territories as a betrayal of the nation’s traditions. The imperialists, meanwhile, used
a whole set of arguments to defend their position, ranging from invoking the
‘white man’s burden’ to pointing to the need to prevent the European imperial
Powers from stepping into the power vacuum left behind by Spain’s decay. As
William McKinley convincingly defeated Bryan in the 1900 presidential elections,
it appeared that the imperialists had received a popular mandate for expansionism.
And yet, as later events were to show, American imperialism in the twentieth
century was to be very different from that of the Europeans. In fact, already in
1901 a special Congressional Commission recommended that the Philippines
should be not formally absorbed into the United States, but granted independence
after an undetermined period of American rule.

Theodore Roosevelt and the American empire

If any one man symbolized the new American imperial experiment it was Theodore
Roosevelt. Thrust into the presidency in 1901 after McKinley’s assassination,
Roosevelt welcomed the possibility of exploiting the new opportunities created
by the Spanish—American War. A firm believer in his nation’s ‘right’ to play a major
role in world affairs, Roosevelt considered it ‘incumbent on all civilized and orderly
powers to insist on the proper policing of the world’. As a follower of the doctrines
of Mahan and a true social Darwinist, Roosevelt pursued policies destined to
expand American influence in the Caribbean and the Pacific.

In practice, this meant that the Roosevelt administration took the Monroe
Doctrine to another level. In late 1903 he engineered the independence of Panama
from Colombia, which was followed by a treaty granting the United States the
right to a perpetually renewable lease to build and operate the Panama Canal
(officially opened in 1914). As a result, the United States acquired a preponderant
strategic and commercial position in the Western Hemisphere, particularly in the
Caribbean.

In Cuba, where troops remained until 1902, the Roosevelt administra-
tion made sure that American interests were guaranteed. In particular, the Cubans
were compelled to include in their new constitution the so-called Platt Amend-
ment, which gave Washington the right to intervene in Cuban affairs should
its ‘independence’ be threatened from outside or its internal order be jeopardized.
In addition, to facilitate potential intervention, the Americans established a
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permanent base in Guantanamo Bay. Until Fidel Castro’s successful revolution in
the late 1950s Cuba effectively remained an American protectorate, despite its
nominal independence.

In 1904 Roosevelt made the American dominance over, and right to inter-
vene in, the Western Hemisphere open national policy by extending the Platt
Amendment beyond Cuba. The so-called Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe
Doctrine stipulated that the United States would act as a ‘policeman’ in the
Caribbean. American forces would intervene — ‘however reluctantly’ as Roosevelt,
not devoid of a morbid sense of humour, put it — in cases where Caribbean states
were threatened by internal or external dangers. The following year the United
States put the Roosevelt Corollary into practice by taking over the finances of
the Dominican Republic. In 1912 a similar intervention in Nicaragua was backed
up — owing to internal Nicaraguan discontent — by the sending in of American
marines. It was the beginning of two decades of American gunboat diplomacy in
the Caribbean.

Roosevelt and his successors used two key arguments to justify the extension
of direct American control over the Caribbean. First, Roosevelt in particular
believed that the threat of German intervention in the Western Hemisphere was
real and would jeopardize America’s national interests as characterized in the
Monroe Doctrine. Equally important, however, American intervention in the
Caribbean was tied to its increasing investment in the region. For example, firms
such as the United Fruit Company (UFCO) became extensive landowners in
Central America while investment in the Cuban sugar plantations grew by about
400 per cent in the decade following the Platt Amendment. Indeed, as was to be
the case throughout much of the twentieth century, American security and
economic interests were closely tied together in Central America in the years
preceding the First World War.

The United States also had strong economic and strategic interests in the Pacific.
The American network of bases and acquisitions included — in addition to the
Philippines and Hawaii — Samoa, Guam and Midway. However, in contrast to the
position in the Caribbean, the United States found that its efforts to project its
naval power into the west Pacific and China provoked opposition from a number
of rivals, including Britain, Germany, France, Japan and Russia. In particular, the
United States faced firm opposition to its attempt to secure a stake in the Chinese
market. At the end of the nineteenth century China had been carved into spheres
of influence by the rival imperial Powers. As a latecomer to this race and, at least
in theory, a ‘conscientious objector’ to European-style imperialism, in 1899
Secretary of State John Hay circulated the first ‘open door’ note, calling for equal
access to the Chinese market. Unfortunately for the image of a ‘different kind of
imperialist’, however, the United States joined the imperial Powers in suppress-
ing the Chinese nationalists during the so-called Boxer Rebellion of 1900. To
distinguish it from the pack, Hay now added a corollary to the ‘open door’ note,
calling for all Powers to respect the integrity of independent China. Over the next
few years the concept of the ‘open door’ exercised considerable influence over the
imperial Powers’ dealings with China, but it also led to a chasm opening up in
Japanese—American relations with unfortunate consequences for the future.
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By the start of the First World War, the United States was a strong regional
and an emerging world power. To be sure, the lure of the Chinese market had
proved elusive, and while the United States had experienced a series of triumphs
in acquiring overseas bases, the profits from such ventures had been small and the
liabilities more than a little onerous. At the same time, however, it had been able
to secure its hold on the Western Hemisphere and effectively make the Caribbean
into an American lake. On balance, as Europe descended into the madness of war,
the Americans were powerful, secure and prosperous in their region of the globe.
Nor did they have any intention of letting such a position evaporate.

Woodrow Wilson, the First World War and the Americas

If Theodore Roosevelt typified the hard-nosed realpolitik outlook in American
foreign policy, Woodrow Wilson, who defeated Roosevelt in the 1912 presidential
elections, exemplified the missionary and moralistic impulse that would resonate
heavily in American rhetoric throughout the twentieth century. A well-known
political scientist, former president of Princeton University, and the governor of
New Jersey at the time of his election, Wilson was the first Democrat to assume
the presidency in the twentieth century. His domestic programme, New Freedom
— in contrast to Roosevelt’s New Nationalism — was mainly aimed at solving
domestic problems and included a strong states-rights (as opposed to strong federal
government) agenda, low tariffs and an end to special privilege. A moralist to a
fault, Wilson relished public speaking and was extremely intolerant of his critics.
In contrast to his Republican predecessors, however, Wilson had little experience
in foreign affairs. Yet it was foreign policy that presented Wilson with his toughest
challenges as he tried to take his message of reform to the outside world. The
problem was that the realities and pressures that Wilson had to contend with at
home and abroad did not match his noble dreams. As a result, Wilson found
himself engaging in a series of reversals during his eight-year presidency.

In Latin America, Wilson had the grand notion of abandoning the aggressive
gunboat diplomacy that had, in the year of his election to the presidency, been
symbolized by the dispatching of marines to Nicaragua. In a major speech in
October 1913 Wilson captured his high-minded ideals by claiming that ‘the
United States will never again seek one additional foot of territory by conquest’.
Instead, Wilson maintained, the United States

will devote herself to showing that she knows how to make honorable and
fruitful use of the territory she has, and she must regard it as one of the
duties of friendship to see that from no quarter are material interests made
superior to human liberty and national opportunity.

In short, the protection of American economic and strategic interests in Latin
America by force seemed to have little room in Wilson’s version of the Monroe
Doctrine.
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The reality turned out to be very different. At the time that Wilson delivered
this speech, Mexico, the United States” closest neighbour to the south, was in a
vortex of revolution that had begun in 1911 when the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz
had been overthrown. The new president, Francisco Madero, had, apparently,
been a “Wilsonian’ believer in democracy and constitutional rights, but unfor-
tunately he was killed a month prior to Wilson’s inauguration. Victoriano Huerta,
the new military dictator, thus became the target of Wilson’s wrath and Mexico
the first country where the United States intervened in the name of ‘good
government. In practice, this meant that Wilson backed Venustiano Carranza’s
constitutionalist movement, which was based in the northern parts of Mexico. In
1913-14 the United States began selling arms to Carranza’s movement and
Wilson’s secretary of state, William Jennings Bryan, worked to isolate Huerta
diplomatically. When this did not work, American troops intervened in April
1914, causing Huerta’s government to crumble. By August 1914 Carranza was in
control of Mexico City.

The Mexican civil war was, however, far from over and dragged Wilson into a
far more complex situation than he had envisioned. Carranza, for one, condemned
the intervention as illegitimate and his troops came close to fighting against the
Americans. Moreover, already by the end of 1914, Pancho Villa had split with
Carranza and challenged his former boss’s legitimacy in northern Mexico. As the
infighting continued, Villa enraged the Americans by crossing the border into
New Mexico in January 1916, prompting another American invasion to capture
the illiterate but skilful guerrilla fighter. Despite Mexican demands and repeated
engagements between American and Mexican troops, General John J. Pershing’s
troops remained in Mexico until early 1917. At that point Mexico held elections
and ratified a new constitution, and consequently the United States officially
recognized the Carranza government. The intervention, however, left behind a
strong anti-American sentiment and did little to persuade the Mexicans that
Wilson’s election had meant an end to strong-arm tactics in America’s dealings
with its southern neighbours.

In fact, under the cloak of moral diplomacy, Woodrow Wilson intervened in
the Caribbean even more than his Republican predecessors had done. In July
1915, after a series of revolutions and counter-revolutions, Wilson ordered the
marines to Haiti to restore order. The Americans ended up supervising presidential
elections and forcing the new Haitian government to sign a treaty that gave the
United States control over the island’s customs houses, finances and the military.
In effect, the Platt Amendment was extended to Haiti, where the marines
remained until 1934. In 1916 the marines landed in the Dominican Republic and
remained there for the next eight years under similar terms as in Haiti. In the
meantime, the United States continued its occupation of Nicaragua and engi-
neered the election of the pro-American General Emiliano Chamorro to the
presidency in 1916. Indeed, as the Europeans fought each other on the old
continent, the United States secured its control over the ‘American lake’ (and over
the access routes to the Panama Canal) in a way that hardly ficted the Wilsonian
ideas of self-government and constitutionalism. Central Americans thus found
their independence limited by the Wilsonian version of the Monroe Doctrine.
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Plate 6.1 US marines are led by a guide to look for bandits in Haiti, 1919. (Photo: Time Life
Pictures/US Marine Corps/National Archives/Time Life Pictures/Getty Images)

Wilsonian visions defeated

Woodrow Wilson’s place in the history books is not, however, defined by his
questionable forays into the Caribbean. Rather, it was the idealism and moralism
that he tried to project back to the old continent as a result of America’s belated
intervention into the First World War that has made the term Wilsonian  Wilsonian internationalism
internationalism resonate loud in the history of twentieth-century international Wof?deVY Wh%lson’S :li)tcilon)
relations. As in the case of his efforts in Latin America, however, Wilson’s high- (f);l:rlt:n gz)iri:sf(;fc tr;ng o
minded ideals saw no immediate reflection in reality. create a new world society,

When Woodrow Wilson declared war on Germany on 2 April 1917, he  which would be governed by
committed the United States to a struggle that had started two-and-a-half years ~the self-determination of
earlier. He did so — and Congress supported him — in large part because of the Sfiolp les, be frff from sccret

. > X iplomacy and wars, and have

unrestricted German submarine war that had resulted in heavy losses to the ;) sssociation of nations to
merchant marine; on 16-18 March 1917 alone, three American ships were sunk ~ maintain international justice.
on their way to Britain. Wilson was further prompted by allegations of German
efforts to forge an alliance with Mexico in the spring of 1917 and domestic
pressure from, among others, former President Theodore Roosevelt. America’s

entry helped to tilt the balance of the war against Germany, but unfortunately for
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League of Nations

An international organization
established in 1919 by the
peace treaties that ended the
First World War. Its purpose
was to promote international
peace through collective
security and to organize
conferences on economic and
disarmament issues. It was
formally dissolved in 1946.

Versailles Treaty

The treaty that ended the
Allied state of hostilities with
Germany in 1919. It included
German territorial losses,
disarmament, a so-called war
guilt clause and a demand that
reparations be paid to the
victors.

142

THE UNITED STATES AND THE AMERICAS

Wilson, it was an intervention that he had promised, during his re-election
campaign of 1916, would never take place. Thus, Wilson — who wished to use
America’s role in Europe’s war to dictate the conditions for peace — ultimately
found himself fighting an uphill battle at home and abroad.

When Wilson returned home from the Paris Peace Conference with a treaty
that had already been stripped of much of its Wilsonian idealism, the president
faced another battle with his domestic opponents. Many Republicans objected to
Wilson’s attempt to get the United States to join a permanent international
organization, the League of Nations, that Wilson hoped would become an agent
of peaceful conflict resolution throughout the world. In a long and bitter fight
that was clearly linked to the 1920 elections, the Republicans, headed by Senator
Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, managed to block the ratification of the
Versailles Treaty and American membership in the League. Wilson, unwilling to
accept defeat, engaged in an extended speaking tour of the United States. It was
too much for the 63-year-old, who collapsed in Colorado in September 1919 and
suffered a severe stroke a few weeks later. While Wilson remained incapacitated
throughout the rest of his second term, the Senate rejected the Versailles Treaty in
November 1919. The following November, Republican Warren G. Harding — a
man who could not be accused of an excess of idealism or a strong interest in
foreign affairs — was elected president. The United States thus entered the ‘roaring
twenties’ with Wilsonian internationalism defeated and overt entanglement with
Europe rejected. In a sense, one could see the Monroe Doctrine behind Wilson’s
defeat: in return for European non-intervention in the Western Hemisphere the
United States had, after all, guaranteed its non-intervention in the affairs of the
old continent.

From boom to bust

While Americans rejected permanent foreign entanglements in the form of the
League of Nations, the United States continued to expand its economic influence
throughout the globe. Statistics tell much of the story. In the 1920s the United
States produced 70 per cent of the world’s petroleum and 40 per cent of its coal,
and accounted for 46 per cent of its industrial output. It was the largest exporter
in the world (15 per cent of the world’s total) and, for the first time, surpassed
Britain as the major source of foreign investment. In the fifteen years between the
start of the First World War and the beginning of the Great Depression in 1929,
American exports doubled and its private investment grew by 500 per cent.
According to such statistics, the United States was the world’s most powerful
nation.

Perhaps most impressive was the fact that this economic expansion was not
restricted to any one region in the world. Rubber plantations in Malaya, copper
mines in Chile, electric and car companies in Germany, oil companies in the
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Middle East and financial investment in England were all part of the American
economic expansion of the 1920s. Indeed, the prosperity that characterized the
popular image of the ‘roaring twenties’ in the United States was in part made
possible by this unprecedented economic thrust abroad.

Such economic influence did not come without its problems. For example,
throughout the 1920s the United States found itself facing external resentment
against its own selective use of the ‘open door’ policy. Effectively it meant that the
United States was able to practise a ‘closed door’ policy in Latin America while
preaching an ‘open door’ principle in Asia (where American companies faced stiff
competition). Other countries retaliated by imposing higher tariffs on American
products in the late 1920s and early 1930s. They could not have come at a worse
time.

Because of its dominant position in the world economy in the 1920s, the Great
Depression that hit the United States in 1929 wreaked havoc throughout the
world. One often-cited barometer is the mere fact that between 1929 and 1933
the value of world trade declined by about 40 per cent. American exports alone
went down from $5.4 billion to $2.1 billion in the same period, while annual
external investment slumped by a quarter. This, as well as the political problems
that the Depression caused or exacerbated in Europe and Asia, played a major
role on the road towards the Second World War. In the United States itself,
the Great Depression destroyed the credibility of the Republicans, and allowed
Franklin Roosevelt to defeat Herbert Hoover in the 1932 presidential election.

During this boom-and-bust period Latin America was the region in which the
economic influence of the United States was most apparent. In Honduras, for
example, the United Fruit Company and Standard Fruit Company controlled
most of the country’s revenue. In Cuba, American companies accounted for
approximately two-thirds of sugar production and hence held a stranglehold over
the island’s economic life, while in Venezuela they produced about half of the
country’s oil. Moreover, American firms could effectively shape the health of the
Chilean economy as a result of their ability to determine the price of copper,
Chile’s chief export.

Such dominance was, in fact, commonplace throughout Latin America where
American private investment almost tripled in the 1920s. In the same period Latin
America accounted for about 20 per cent of the total of American exports, while
Latin American export markets were far less diversified; Nicaragua, for example,
shipped more than 90 per cent of its exports to the United States. In short, Latin
America became increasingly dependent on the United States as a source of
investment and markets. Unfortunately the profits from this economic activity
rarely reached more than a small number of Latin Americans, causing heightened
complaints about American domination and imperialism in the 1920s and 1930s.
Indeed, with anti-Americanism on the rise, there was a need in Washington to
reassess American policy in the Western Hemisphere. Yet there seemed to be no
easy replacement for gunboat diplomacy and strict application of the Monroe
Doctrine and its various amendments and corollaries.

see Chaprers 3 and 7
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From gunboat diplomacy to the ‘Good Neighbor’ Policy

In the anti-interventionist atmosphere of the early 1920s the Republican
administrations of the 1920s showed some interest in curbing the American
military presence in Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic and Haiti. The Harding
(1921-23) and Coolidge (1923-29) administrations were concerned about the
negative imperialist image of the United States that was feeding anti-Americanism
throughout Latin America. Hence they tried to negotiate an orderly return of
American troops from the Caribbean and, in 1924, the Dominican Republic
became the first Caribbean nation to see the withdrawal of the marines (although
the United States retained its control over the customs receivership of the former
protectorate as a way of maintaining its influence). While a plan to bring back
troops from Haiti was abandoned when it appeared that this would cause
complete anarchy, the marines did leave Nicaragua in August 1925 after orderly
national elections. The big stick of military intervention was seemingly being
abandoned in favour of the soft stick of economic control.

In 1926, however, the United States reverted to its interventionist pattern in
the Caribbean. Some 4,500 marines returned to Nicaragua in the midst of a
bloody civil war to aid Adolfo Diaz’s pro-American government in its defeat of
Juan B. Sacasa’s Mexican-supported rebels. Amid widespread criticism President
Coolidge’s special envoy, Henry Stimson, mediated the Truce of Tipitapa in 1927
leaving Diaz to head an interim coalition government until new elections were
held (and supervised by the marines) in 1928. While the marines tried to maintain
order and the State Department worked to promote the acceptance of democratic
principles, one of Sacasa’s generals, Augusto Sandino, continued to wage guerrilla
war against the Americans. Unable to catch Sandino — who quickly became a
symbol of resistance against American imperialism throughout Latin America —
the administration of Herbert Hoover (1929-33) began to withdraw the marines
in 1931, with the last contingent leaving Nicaragua in 1933. The following year
Sandino was murdered after leaving a negotiating session with the American-
supported Nicaraguan government. In 1936 the war-torn nation quickly
succumbed to the military dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza, the head of the
Nicaraguan National Guard (Guardia Nacional), whose family oligarchy would
run the country until 1978.

The Nicaraguan events were symptomatic of the realization in Washington that
direct rule in the Caribbean nations created more problems for American interests
than it solved. Sandino’s successful resistance and eventual murder also indicated
that democracy could not be forced upon the Latin American countries and that
overt American involvement in their internal affairs did little to support stability
in the region. Furthermore, with the Japanese strengthening their position in East
Asia and Nazi Germany making threatening noises in Europe, many American
policy-makers now felt the need to secure American interests in the Western
Hemisphere by supporting local strongmen, who often were, like Somoza,
military men.

Indeed, even before Somoza had consolidated his rule over Nicaragua, the
Dominican Republic had succumbed to the dictatorship of Raphael Trujillo. Since
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1919 Trujillo had been close to the American military and after the marines
withdrew in 1924 he played a major role in organizing the National Army under
American tutelage. In 1930 he captured the presidency in a highly fraudulent
election and, with the help of a strong and well-funded army, ruled the country
with an iron grip and generous American support until his assassination in 1961.

In addition to Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic, the new ‘strongman’
policy found representatives in most countries in Central America and the
Caribbean during the 1930s. In Cuba, for example, the United States ended up
supporting Sergeant Fulgencio Batista who ruled Cuba from 1934, either as the
president or from behind the scenes, until Fidel Castro’s revolution forced him
to flee the country in 1959. In Haiti, a nation the marines ran from 1915 to 1934,
a succession of heavy-handed presidents were supported with generous loans
even after President Franklin Roosevelt completed the withdrawal of American
troops. Haiti’s national finances, however, remained under American control
until 1947.

It is perhaps ironic that such military dictators as Somoza, Trujillo and Batista
were in the 1930s viewed as showcases of the so-called ‘Good Neighbor™ Policy
that ‘the other Roosevelt’ — the first Democratic president since Wilson — pro-
claimed when he took over the White House in 1933. After all, as many American
critics pointed out, it was hardly a great achievement of American foreign policy
to be good neighbours with brutal rulers whose main accomplishment all
too frequently was the ability to create vast personal fortunes while their country-
men lived in poverty. Raphael Trujillo, for one, amassed a fortune worth approxi-
mately $800 million while the Dominican Republic remained one of the poorest
countries in Latin America. While dodging such embarrassing questions in public,
Franklin Roosevelt’s private opinion captured the thinking of many. ‘He may
be an S.0.B.,” Roosevelt reportedly agreed when Trujillo visited the United States
in 1939, ‘but’, he added, ‘he’s our S.O.B.’

It was a fitting indication of how the theory and practice of Franklin Roosevelt's
Latin American policy differed remarkably. Upon taking office Roosevelt had
declared his intention to follow

the policy of the good neighbor — the neighbor who resolutely respects
himself and, because he does so, respects the rights of others — the neighbor
who respects his obligations and respects the sanctity of his agreements in
and with a world of neighbors.

As the American experience in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua
and elsewhere in Latin America during the 1930s shows, however, the Monroe
Doctrine was far from dead, and the spirit of the Plact Amendment and the
Roosevelt Corollary lived on. What the Roosevelt administration — and some
of its predecessors — discovered was that there were willing opportunists in various
Latin American countries who could be used to protect American interests
without the physical presence of the marines. Hence the Somozas, the Batistas
and the Trujillos could be viewed as the latest representatives of America’s perva-
sive influence south of its border.

see Map 6.1
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One seeming exception to the indirect American dominance was the com-
promise reached with Mexico in the late 1930s. Following the American inter-
vention in the 1910s, the most controversial issue that had plagued relations
between the two countries was oil. The 1917 Mexican constitution effectively
nationalized all mineral resources, including oil, which naturally alarmed
companies such as Standard Oil. Only after extended negotiations in which the
Mexican government agreed to recognize pre-1917 American property rights did
the United States grant Mexico full diplomatic recognition in 1924. However, in
1938 the Mexican president, Lazaro Cardenas, nationalized all property held by
foreign oil companies. Despite heavy lobbying from such companies as Standard
Oil (which launched a major propaganda offensive in the United States branding
Cardenas a communist), the Roosevelt administration did not revert to military
intervention. Instead, after long negotiations, the United States in 1941 officially
acknowledged Mexico’s right to control its raw materials and the Mexican
government agreed to pay restitution to those Americans whose property had been
nationalized.

Mexico was in many ways a showcase of how far the United States had come
from its earlier interventionist policies in Latin America. Indeed, it seemed
that the ‘Good Neighbor’ Policy had clearly marked a turning point for inter-
American relations. And yet the change hardly came about merely because
non-interventionism seemed to be the right and just approach to take. Behind it
lay the troublesome developments in Asia and Europe that — come 7 December
1941 — significantly increased the importance of having good neighbours with
plenty of raw materials.

Debating the origins of American interventionism

Most historians would agree that the United States acted in an imperial manner
towards Latin America. They disagree, though, on why this was the case. In broad
terms, the explanations can be categorized into three groups, each stressing the pre-
eminence of economic, security or ideological factors.

For those historians who emphasize economic considerations, the Monroe Doctrine
and interventionism in Latin America are largely efforts to secure access to raw
materials and markets to assure the growth of the American economy (for example,
William A. Williams and Walter Lafeber). Others, like Lester D. Langley or David Healy,
have stressed the primacy of national security considerations by pointing to American
concerns over German expansionist designs. In the first decades of the twentieth
century this new rivalry was particularly evident in the competition over the control
of the Panama Canal and was heightened by the emphasis on naval power and the
perceived need to establish bases to protect US interests. One should stress, though,
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that the two explanations often overlap: American economic interests were, often,
perceived as central in national security strategy.

The third broad explanation for the growth and maintenance of US influence in Latin
America stresses ideological factors. In this context, the debate and controversy -
which extend throughout much of the history of American foreign policy - are about
both the cause and impact of American policy. Originally, such historians as Samuel
Bemis argued that the United States worked hard for the democratization of the
Western Hemisphere; that much of American policy was driven by a missionary
impulse; and, while the end results were not always what had been intended,
the intentions were idealistic and well meaning.

Since the 1960s the ‘democratization’ school has been discredited. In explaining
the persistent support for various dictatorial regimes, these historians point to the
essentially racist outlook of much of American society and the assumption, held by
many, that the people living in countries south of the United States were simply not
ready for democracy. American dominance of the hemisphere was, thus, justified by
asocial Darwinist outlook that placed the ‘Latinos’below the ‘Whites’and was, by and
large, reflected in the nature of American society (see Michael Hunt, /deology and
American Foreign Policy, New Haven, CT, 1987).

In short, the debate over the nature of inter-American relations - and US foreign
policy in the Western Hemisphere in particular - offers an array of explanations
and theories that touch upon the essence of American foreign policy. Exploring the
debate will improve one’s understanding not only of the inter-American relationship
but also of the American role in the world throughout the twentieth century.

148

Pan-Americanism and the approach of war

Developments in Asia and Europe were another reason for the American reluc-
tance to intervene directly in the Western Hemisphere in the 1930s. The Japanese
attack on Manchuria in 1931 and the full-blown Sino-Japanese War that com-
menced in 1937 prompted increasing criticism of Japanese imperialism and
interventionism throughout the 1930s. In such a climate it would have been
supreme hypocrisy to dispatch the marines to protect American trade and strategic
interests in Latin America. Equally importantly, though, the protracted crisis
with Mexico over its oil resources raised the prospect that Mexico (and potentially
other Latin American countries as well) might move towards Fascist Italy and Nazi
Germany. Both the European Powers — as well as Japan — did actually increase
their oil purchases from Mexico in the late 1930s and early 1940s. The need to
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improve relations with Latin America was thus intricately tied to the Roosevelt
administration’s policies towards the outbreak of the Second World War and the
growing shift towards the anti-Axis cause.

As part of the ‘Good Neighbor’ Policy the Roosevelt administration thus
sought to strengthen the pan-American movement. As early as 1889, an American
initiative had led to the creation of the International Bureau of American
Republics in Washington, which in 1910 was renamed the Pan-American Union,
with its headquarters located near the State Department. While ostensibly
designed to promote inter-American unity, in reality the Pan-American Union,
chaired as it was by the American secretary of state, was a vehicle for promoting
hemispheric trade. At the same time, however, Latin American representatives
used its regular meetings as a forum within which to voice their discontent at the
assumed right of the United States to intervene in their internal affairs. In the
1920s and 1930s, however, successive American administrations — including
the Roosevelt administration at the 1933 Pan-American Conference in Uruguay
— held on to this ‘right’ with a thinly veiled addendum to the various anti-
interventionist resolutions. By the late 1930s, though, it was becoming increas-
ingly clear that any American intervention would have to be through other than
military means.

As Germans, Italians and even the Japanese increased their economic involve-
ment in Latin America during the late 1930s, pan-Americanism became the
latest vehicle for upholding the Monroe Doctrine. With Nazi activists working
throughout Latin America (especially in Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay), the US
government once again used the threat of an alien (non-democratic) political
system to justify the need for hemispheric co-operation. In 1938 the Declaration
of Lima endorsed a co-operative spirit of ‘the American republics’ to resist the
influx of external influences. In 1939 the Declaration of Panama went even further
by effectively creating a security perimeter around the Western Hemisphere and
establishing an economic co-ordination committee. Although the conferees
proclaimed their neutrality, the security perimeter was clearly designed to keep the
Axis powers out of the American backyard, while the economic committee made
it easier for the United States to block Latin American countries from trading with
the future enemies.

Between the start of the Second World War in Europe in September 1939 and
the American entry into the war in December 1941, the Roosevelt administration
gradually inched closer to a partnership with Germany’s main adversaries, Britain
and (from June 1941) the Soviet Union. In 1940 the United States, in the so-
called ‘destroyers-for-bases’ deal, began supplying Britain with military equip-
ment. Because of strong isolationist sentiment, however, Roosevelt had to be
careful about pushing the United States towards war lest he risk losing the 1940
presidential election. Thus, during the campaign, Roosevelt proclaimed that he
would never send Americans to fight in a foreign war. However, after his
re-election was secured, Roosevelt called upon the United States to become the
‘arsenal of democracy’, and in 1941 American aid shipments to Britain increased
under the so-called Lend-Lease scheme; once Germany attacked the Soviet Union
in the summer of 1941, this country — which the United States had only

Axis

A term coined originally by
Mussolini in November 1936
to describe the relationship
between Fascist Italy and Nazi
Germany. The
German-Ttalian Axis was
reinforced by the so-called
Pact of Steel signed by Rome
and Berlin in May 1939. More
broadly speaking, the term is
often used (as in Chapter 8 of
this book) to refer to the
relationship between
Germany, Italy and Japan.
These three Powers were
formally linked by the
German—Japanese Anti-
Comintern Pact of November
1936, which Italy signed one
year later, and the Tripartite
Pact of September 1940.

Lend-Lease

With the Lend-Lease Act of
March 1941, the US Congress
empowered the president to
lease or lend arms and supplies
to any foreign government
whose defence the
administration considered
essential to US national
security. The programme,
originally intended to rescue
Britain, was eventually
extended to more than thirty-
eight states fighting the
Tripartite Pact Powers.
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recognized less than a decade earlier — was added as another major recipient of
American material support. In short, although it was ultimately the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 and Germany’s subsequent
declaration of war that formally pulled the United States into the conflict, it was
already acting as a non-combatant ally and inevitably — through its strong
commercial and political links — pulled its southern neighbours along.

The Second World War and the Monroe Doctrine

When the United States eventually entered the Second World War after the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, there was, therefore, little
question about which side the Latin American republics would join. Already in
1940, as German forces conquered France and the Netherlands, people in the
Western Hemisphere had worried about the fate of the small French and Dutch
colonies still in the Caribbean. Thus, Washington had invoked the original
Monroe Doctrine by informing the Germans that the American government
would not allow any transfer of territory in the Western Hemisphere from one
European Power to another. The Act of Havana of July 1940 made this into a pan-
American principle by declaring that the American republics would occupy any
territory that was in danger of being transferred from one external Power to
another (virtually unnoticed at the time was Argentina’s reservation declaring the
Malvinas, or the Falklands Islands, to be part of Argentina, not Britain).

The Germans, in 1940, effectively replied that such a principle would be
respected, but only as long as the United States did not intervene in Europe. It
was a ‘trade-off” that was ignored in Washington at the time but would cause great
embarrassment to American policy-makers in the decades to come as critics
wondered how the United States could demand non-intervention in the Western
Hemisphere while denying other powers the right to declare their ‘Monroe
Doctrines’ in other parts of the world.

During the Second World War such concerns worried relatively few. Helped
by its easy access to Latin American raw materials, the United States was able
to act as the ‘arsenal of democracy’, as Roosevelt had called it already in 1940,
and, as one of the ‘Big Three’, it eventually emerged as the most powerful country
in the world in 1945. Its neighbours to the south — with the exception of
Argentina, which refused to break completely with Germany until less than a
month before the end of the European war — found themselves taken for granted
as a resource base for the Allied war effort. Indeed, with the end of the war loom-
ing in 1945, the United States emerged in a stronger position than ever vis-a-vis
the Western Hemisphere for two key reasons: first, the war had made trade with
any other part of the world virtually impossible for the Latin Americans, and
second, the war had either destroyed (Germany, Japan, Italy) or severely weakened
(Britain) the power of those countries that could have presented any semblance
of a challenge to American supremacy in the region.
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Such obvious American dominance notwithstanding, it would have been
difficult for the United States simply to revert to its old pattern of domination and
intervention in 1945. One of Roosevelt’s favourite themes in planning for a post-
war world was the reshaping of the League of Nations into a more effective
international organization in which the United States would play a key role. When
it came down to translating such internationalism to the Western Hemisphere,
however, a clash over internationalism and regionalism was inevitable. In 1919
the opponents of the League of Nations in the United States had insisted that
American membership in the League contravened the principles of the Monroe
Doctrine. In 1945 the Roosevelt administration was determined to avoid giving
such an opposition a leg to stand on.

These issues and the future of inter-American relations in general were dis-
cussed in February 1945 at a pan-American conference in Chapultepec, Mexico.
By declaring that any attack on any American state was an attack on them all, the
Act of Chapultepec represented the first step towards a post-war military alliance
in the Western Hemisphere. Indeed, the Act declared that such arrangements
would be formalized after the war ended. Later in the year, in San Francisco, all
Latin American countries — including Argentina, which had finally declared war
on Germany in March 1945 — participated in the formation of the United
Nations (UN).

It was in San Francisco that the question over the seeming conflict between
regionalism and internationalism — the Monroe Doctrine and the UN — was
solved in a way that gave America’s hallowed foreign policy doctrine a new lease
of life. Originally, the UN and its Security Council were to have strong powers
over regional issues. The problem with this for the Monroe Doctrine and
American dominance over the Western Hemisphere was obvious. As one member
of the American delegation in San Francisco, the future secretary of state John
Foster Dulles, put it, having a UN with universal powers would mean that a non-
American power such as the USSR or Britain would be given the ability ‘to veto
American regional action in the Western Hemisphere’. The counter-argument,
however, reflected the growing concern over the post-war designs of one of
America’s key allies in the war. According to Leo Paslovsky, a Russian-born
American who was a key adviser on UN matters to the State Department,
weakening the UN’s ability to play a role in regional affairs ‘would be tantamount
to throwing all Europe into the hands of the Soviet Union, and would break the
world up into regional units’.

After much bargaining and brainstorming both within the delegation and with
the other permanent members of the UN Security Council (China, France,
Britain and the Soviet Union), the ‘regionalists’ got their wish. The approved UN
Charter included four articles (51-54) that, while not explicitly mentioning Latin
America or the Monroe Doctrine, effectively preserved the American ability to
exercise preponderant influence in the Western Hemisphere without breaking the
rules of the new world organization. That is, the four articles preserved the right
of collective regional organizations to solve disputes and revert to individual or
collective self-defence. By 1947, with the United States at its helm, the American
republics concluded the Rio Treaty, a collective defence pact that became the

United Nations (UN)

An international organization
established after the Second
World War to replace the
League of Nations. Since its
establishment in 1945, its
membership has grown to 192
countries.

Rio Treaty (Inter-American
Treaty of Reciprocal
Assistance)

Signed on 2 September 1947,
and originally ratified by all
twenty-one American
republics. Under the treaty, an
armed attack or threat of
aggression against a signatory
nation, whether by a member
nation or some other power,
will be considered an attack
against all.
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model for many other military alliances formed by the United States in the first
decade of the Cold War.

Conclusion

As the Second World War drew to a close, the Western Hemisphere was firmly
under the hegemony of the United States. In fact, notwithstanding the ‘rebellious’
attitude of some countries (e.g. Mexico in the 1930s and Argentina during the
early 1940s), Washington had, throughout the five decades after the Spanish—
American War, maintained and increased its influence over the affairs of its
neighbours to the south. The virtual annexation of Cuba in 1899, the intro-
duction of the Platt Amendment in 1904, the numerous military interventions
during the 1910s and 1920s, and even the introduction of the ‘Good Neighbor’
Policy in the 1930s were all parts of a clear pattern in which north—south
dependency was a constant feature. While the quality and style of American
assertiveness changed, the reality did not. Hence, the talk of the Caribbean as an
‘American lake’ was not far from reality. If anything, the Second World War
strengthened Latin America’s economic dependency on the United States. Most
remarkable, in contrast to the various European empires the United States had
established its dominance with relatively minor expenditures and casualties. It was
an empire on the cheap.

While this may have been the case, 1945 did signify the dawn of a new age in
the Western Hemisphere. As the debates over regionalism and universalism
showed, the United States was undergoing a fundamental change in its position
vis-a-vis the rest of the world. This had important consequences for the structure
and meaning of the US-dominated inter-American system. If at the end of the
First World War the Monroe Doctrine had been one of the tools that Woodrow
Wilson’s opponents had used to defeat his aim of taking the United States into
the League of Nations, at the end of the Second World War the Monroe Doctrine
and the regionalism it represented were under serious threat of becoming a relic.
Indeed, in the age of American universalism — a major aspect of the ensuing Cold
War — holding on to a sphere of influence was ideologically questionable. As the
Soviet Union established its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, American
criticism was easily branded as the height of hypocrisy.

In the midst of the debates over internationalism and regionalism — the UN
versus the Monroe Doctrine — one aspect of inter-American relations was strangely
absent: Latin American nationalism. Perhaps it was from force of habit, perhaps
because Allied victory in the Second World War had seemingly dealt a death-blow
to ultra-nationalism of the German, Italian and Japanese variety, but American
planners seemed to have little time for considering the possibility that, say, Cuban,
Guatemalan, Chilean or Argentinean nationalism could possibly emerge as a
significant obstacle to its continued domination over the Western Hemisphere.
Bug, as future events would show, it was just such nationalism, coupled with deep-
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rooted anti-Americanism, which was to forge the most significant changes in the
Western Hemisphere and pose the toughest challenges yet to the colossus of the
north after 1945.

Recommended reading

The best general work on American foreign policy during the twentieth century
is Thomas G. Paterson, J. Garry Clifford and Kenneth J. Hagan, American Foreign
Policy: A History since 1900 (New York, 1999). For an even more general survey,
see Walter LaFeber, The American Age (New York, 1989). For a general study on
the early twentieth century, see Emily Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream
(New York, 1982). One of the most insightful studies of inter-war American
foreign policy is Warren 1. Cohen, Empire without Tears (New York, 1987).

The best general overview of the Western Hemisphere is Thomas E. Skidmore
and Peter H. Smith, Modern Latin America (New York, 2002). For general works
on the United States and Latin America, see Peter H. Smith, 7alons of the Eagle:
Dynamics of US—Latin American Relations (New York, 2000), John H.
Coatsworth, Central America and the United States: The Clients and the Colossus
(New York, 1994), R. H. Holden and E. Zolov, Latin America and the United
States (New York, 2000), Lars Schoultz, Benearh the United States: A History of US
Policy toward Latin America (Cambridge, MA, 1998), Lester D. Langley, The
United States and the Caribbean, 1900—1970 (Athens, GA, 1980), Walter LaFeber,
Inevitable Revolutions (New York, 1983), David Healy, Drive to Hegemony: The
United States in the Caribbean (Madison, W1, 1989) and Thomas Schoonover, 7he
United States in Central America, 1860—1911: Episodes in Social Imperialism and
Imperial Rivalry in the World System (Durham, NC, 1991).

Works on the Spanish—American War and the rise of the American empire
include David E Trask, The War with Spain in 1898 (New York, 1981), David
Healy, US Expansionism (Madison, W1, 1970), Walter LaFeber, The New Empire
(Ithaca, NY, 1969), Ernest R. May, The Imperial Democracy (New York, 1961),
Géran Rystad, Ambiguous Imperialism (Stockholm, 1982) and Robert L. Beisner,
From the Old Diplomacy to the New (Arlington Heights, IL, 1986).

The classic account of Theodore Roosevelt’s foreign policy is Howard K. Beale,
Theodore Roosevelt and the Rise of America to World Power (Baltimore, MD, 1956);
for different interpretations see Richard Collin, Theodore Roosevelt, Culture,
Diplomacy, and Expansion (Baton Rouge, LA, 1985), Thomas Dyer, Theodore
Roosevelt and the Idea of Race (Baton Rouge, LA, 1980) and William H. Brands,
TR: The Last Romantic (New York, 1999). Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson are
contrasted in John M. Cooper’s The Warrior and the Priest (Cambridge, MA,
1983), while Wilson himself is analysed in Arthur S. Link, Woodrow Wilson,
Revolution, War, and Peace (Arlington Heights, IL, 1979), Lloyd Gardner, Safe for
Democracy (New York, 1984) and Fredrick S. Calhoun, Power and Principle:
Armed Intervention in Wilsonian Foreign Policy (Kent, OH, 1986). The Wilson

153



154

THE UNITED STATES AND THE AMERICAS

administration’s intervention in Mexico is detailed in Mark T. Gilderhus,
Diplomacy and Revolution (Tucson, AZ, 1977), Friedrich Katz, The Secret War in
Mexico (Chicago, 1981) and Ramon Ruiz, The Great Rebellion (New York, 1980).
On Wilson’s failed efforts to bring about a ‘new world order’, see Arthur
Walworth, Wilson and the Peacemakers (New York, 1986) and Stuart I. Rochester,
American Liberal Disillusionment in the Wake of World War I (University Park, PA,
1977). The myth of a German threat to US dominance in Central America is
effectively exposed in Nancy Mitchell, The Danger of Dreams: German and
American Imperialism in Latin America (Chapel Hill, NC, 1999).

Gunboat diplomacy and the ‘Good Neighbor” Policy in the Caribbean are
detailed in Irwin E Gellman, Good Neighbor Diplomacy (Baltimore, MD, 1979),
William Kamman, A Search for Stability: United States Diplomacy toward
Nicaragua (Notre Dame, IN, 1968), Michael Grow, The Good Neighbor Policy in
Paraguay (Lawrence, KS, 1981), Stephen ]. Randall, 7he Diplomacy of
Modernization: Colombian—American Relations, 1920—1940 (Toronto, 1977),
Dana G. Munro, The United States and the Caribbean Republics, 1921-1933
(Princeton, NJ, 1974), G. Pope Atkins and Larman C. Wilson, 7he United States
and the Trujillo Regime (New Brunswick, NJ, 1972) and Randall B. Woods, 7he
Roosevelr Foreign Policy Establishment and the ‘Good Neighbor’ (Lawrence, KS,
1980).

Franklin Roosevelt and the Second World War are the subject of numerous
accounts of which the most detailed are Robert Dallek, Franklin D. Roosevelt and
American Foreign Policy, 1932—1945 (New York, 1979), Robert A. Divine,
Roosevelt and World War II (Baltimore, MD, 1969) and Warren Kimball, 7%e
Juggler (Princeton, NJ, 1992). For the role of Latin American countries in the
Second World War and American policy, see Michael ]. Francis, The Limits of
Hegemony (Notre Dame, IN, 1977), Frank D. McCann, The Brazilian—American
Alliance (Princeton, NJ, 1973) and Stanley Hilton, Hitlers Secret War in South
America, 1939-1945 (Baton Rouge, LA, 1981).



CHAPTER SEVEN

The path to European
war, 1930 -39

Introduction

The coming of the Second World War in Europe is the classic morality tale of
international politics. The dramatis personae are more than flesh-and-blood
personalities buffeted by impersonal forces; the principal characters stand for good
and evil, light and darkness, with few shades of grey in between. As theatrical
conventions require, the stirring plot, which pits peace-loving democracies against
war-hungry dictatorships, imparts a timeless lesson — that ‘the malice of the
wicked [is] reinforced by the weakness of the virtuous’. This quote from Winston
Churchill, the figure most responsible for establishing this version of the 1930s,
comes from The Gathering Storm, the opening volume of his history of The Second
World War.

For Churchill, the prime mover in world affairs was human agency. The war
occurred because statesmen made certain choices — either maliciously calculated
or from naively optimistic motives. World war might have been prevented had
alternative courses been taken. British and French leaders could have stopped
Hitler had they armed more rapidly, stood firm in March 1936 over the Rhineland
or in September 1938 over Czechoslovakia, and forged a coalition with Soviet
Russia to deter war or, if deterrence failed, to wage it successfully from the start.
What is compelling about Churchill’s account is that it appeals to our urge to
frame the past in the form of a clear-cut narrative that places human agency at the
centre of the story.
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Geneva disarmament talks
Article 8 of the Covenant of
the League of Nations
committed its signatories to
the lowest level of armament
consistent with national
security and the fulfilment of
international obligations. It
also called for a Preparatory
Commission to meet to draft a
disarmament convention. The
Preparatory Commission did
not meet until 1926, and the
disarmament talks did not
begin at Geneva until 1932.
Britain and France differed
markedly over how to proceed,
while the Weimar government
refused to accept anything
short of equality under the
new convention. With Hitler’s
chancellorship, the chances for
general disarmament
evaporated. The Geneva
disarmament talks were
formally suspended in June

1934.

protectionism

The practice of regulating
imports through high tariffs
with the purpose of shielding
domestic industries from
foreign competition.
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Yet interpreting the 1930s as a morality tale obscures more than it illuminates.
Singling out statesmanship as the key determinant in world politics neglects the
way in which material and political circumstances restricted choices. Similarly, to
see force as the only true instrument in inter-state relations erases the tangible
role played by norms, ideas and values in shaping international structures and
national strategies. Giving due weight to these fundamentals of political life
throws into sharp relief the moral dimension of what was at stake in the 1930s,
without turning the chief personalities into cardboard caricatures of abstract
qualities. With these remarks in mind, this chapter will dispute Churchill’s view
that ‘there was never a war more easy to stop’ than the Second World War.

The dual crisis

The Depression was the turning point. The collapse of world trade and finance
cannot be disentangled from the crisis in world politics. All the profound causes
of the war are rooted in the length and severity of the slump: the rise of radical
ideologies and exclusive nationalism, the formation of closed economic blocs, the
Japanese and Italian challenges to the League of Nations, and the failure of the
Geneva disarmament talks (1932-34). The mass psychological impact of
unemployment, grinding poverty and unprecedented rates of financial, industrial
and agricultural collapse defies quantification. The prevailing mood of pain and
fear certainly persuaded those living at the time that civilization was on the brink
of an epoch-defining change. The nineteenth-century order of free trade and
liberal finance was breaking up into a few vast autarkic empires. Parliamentary
democracy had also had its day. The modernizing ideologies of the totalitarian
Right and Left would soon dominate the globe.

Some have suggested that the Depression would not have had such an impact
had the major creditor Powers, the United States, Britain and France, co-operated
to defend the global economy. Sadly, even if officials had recognized the scale and
duration of the Depression early enough, the mutual recriminations over war
debts, reparations and trade, which had typified their relations after 1919, inten-
sified during the Great Depression. In the 1920s, the Europeans, reliant on
dollar loans to feed the cycle of debt and reparations payments, resented the
American practice of protecting their own producers while insisting that Europe
open its markets to mass-produced American exports. Fears of American eco-
nomic domination, particularly the domination of the growing markets for
manufactured goods, were voiced in London and Paris. The Europeans also
quarrelled among themselves. The French attributed their economic woes to the
selfish practices of the Anglo-Saxons, and the British suspected that the French
used monetary policy as a coercive instrument. At the outset of the slump, officials
in Washington, London and Paris resorted first to tariff barriers, trade quotas,
competitive currency devaluations and exchange controls to counter its effects.
The rush to protectionism reduced the volume of world trade and confirmed the
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widespread belief that the true cause of one’s own economic misery was the beggar-
my-neighbour policies of the other Powers.

Since American trade, credit and foreign investments were fundamental to the
functioning of the world economy, the American response to the New York stock
market crash was of critical importance. Unfortunately, however, American
markets were more important to Washington and New York than European ones.
Indeed, for the American president, Herbert Hoover, economic nationalism was
instinctive. Even before the economic crisis took shape, he had been hostile to the
Young Plan of August 1929, which he regarded as yet another crooked scheme to
permit the Europeans to dodge war debts by linking them to reparations.
Therefore under Hoover’s guidance, Washington raised tariff barriers in 1930 on
almost all items entering American markets just when the Europeans were most
anxious to export to the United States to earn dollars. Meanwhile, France intro-
duced trade controls and preferential exchange agreements with Eastern European
countries. Britain, the state most reliant on world trade and capital flows, was
forced to raise import duties in late 1931, and, to the abiding enmity of American
officials, negotiated at Ottawa in the summer of 1932 a preferential system of
trade within the British Empire. Though much less vulnerable than Britain to the
slowdown in world trade, the French followed suit in their own empire.

The collapse in economic confidence caused a run on the banks. Lenders called
in loans. Borrowers lacked the securities and cash to service debts. Banks failed.
Credit evaporated. In Europe and America, the banking crisis put pressure on
currency exchanges and drained gold reserves. The gold standard began to fall
apart. This had psychological and political repercussions. The restoration in the
1920s of the pre-1914 system of currency exchange rates fixed in relation to gold
had symbolized the end of wartime monetary expedients. It would act as a check
on inflation and promote prosperity. Britain returned to gold in 1925. France did
so three years later. In September 1931, the pound was forced off gold. Fifteen
other nations eventually suspended the gold standard. The world monetary system
split apart into three main currency groups. The first consisted of countries, such
as Britain, that had abandoned gold. The second group was the gold bloc. France,
which had accumulated one of the world’s largest gold reserves, led this small yet
determined group of gold adherents until the Banque de France abandoned gold
in 1936. The third group was made up of countries such as Germany, which
emulated the Soviet practice of imposing exchange controls and negotiating barter
agreements.

A banking crisis in Central Europe in the spring of 1931 showed just how
politically divisive this breakdown process was. In May, the largest commercial
lender of the Danube region, the Austrian Credit-Anstalt, became insolvent. The
Austrian central bank and British lenders with investments in the region stepped
in to help, but additional loans were required. The French government agreed to
underwrite French commercial loans to Austria, but only if Vienna renounced
plans for a customs union with Germany. Since the Germans had recently
proposed just such an Anschluss, and talks along these lines between Berlin and
Vienna had begun, the French demand was not unwarranted. Yet the British saw
it as pointless French bullying, while the French believed that British financial

Young Plan

Name given to a financial
scheme, worked out in 1929
by a committee chaired by the
American businessman Owen
D. Young, to reduce German
reparations and arrange fresh
credit for Germany. It was
informally agreed by German,
French and British delegates
that reparations would be
scaled back further if the
former European Allies
secured a reduction in debt
repayments to the United
States.

see Chapter 4

Anschluss

The political union of
Germany and Austria.
Anschluss was specifically
prohibited under the Versailles
Treaty, but was carried out by
Hitler in March 1938 without
any resistance from the victors
of the First World War.
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Nazis (or Nazi Party)

The abbreviation for the
National Socialist German
Workers Party
(Nationalsozialistische Deutsche
Arbeiterpartei NSDAP)). Tt
was founded in October 1918
as the German Workers Party
by the German politician
Anton Drexler to oppose both
capitalism and Marxism. It
took on its more notorious
title in February 1920. One
year later Hitler became the
Nazi Party Fiihrer (German:
leader).

Weimar Republic

The German parliamentary
democracy that existed
between November 1918 and
January 1933. Attacked from
both the Right and the Left of
the political spectrum, it never
won the loyalty of the
majority of Germans.
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intervention in Central Europe was intended to undercut French influence. The
focus of this Franco-British quarrel moved to Berlin as a run on the Reichsmark
developed. In June, to relieve the pressure on German banks, Hoover proposed a
one-year moratorium on all inter-governmental war debt and reparation
payments. The French, who had not been consulted in advance, interpreted
Hoover’s standstill proposal as a strategy designed to rescue Anglo-American
commercial interests in Germany at the expense of France’s claims for reparations.
It took two agonizing weeks to secure a consensus.

The Hoover moratorium was a breathing space. A solution to the debilitating
problem of debts and reparations had to be found. Talks took place between the
British chancellor of the exchequer, Neville Chamberlain, and the new centre-left
premier in France, Edouard Herriot, at Lausanne in July 1932. A replacement for
the Young Plan was agreed. Germany would make a final three billion Reichsmark
payment (it was never paid). The deal, however, turned on a ‘gentlemen’s
agreement . Lausanne would not be ratified until the Europeans had concluded a
‘satisfactory settlement’ with their chief creditor, the United States. Details of the
agreement leaked. Hoover was furious — but he was on his way out of the White
House. In Europe, some officials speculated that the election of a Democrat to the
presidency might transform American policy. Franklin D. Roosevelt, however, was
as preoccupied and hamstrung by domestic concerns as anyone else, and shared
some of the prejudices of his Republican predecessor. In April 1933, the dollar
devalued against gold and a partial export upturn followed. This led to com-
petitive currency devaluations elsewhere. Plans for interim exchange stabilization
were put forward at the World Economic Conference in June—July, but Roosevelt
denounced them. The last chance for a concerted response to the crash passed
when the conference broke up.

The collapse of the Weimar Republic

In addition to dividing those Powers with a stake in the status quo, the crisis
also affected the domestic politics of the revisionist states, especially Germany.
The causal relationship between the slump and the Nazi regime was complex.
Some argue that Weimar Germany’s economy was in decline before the great
crash, either as a structural consequence of the world war or as a result of the
generous social policies of Weimar governments or both; the slump, according to
this view, merely accelerated the descending spiral. We need not resolve the debate
here to underscore a key point. The political emergency initiated by the downturn
only made the collapse of German democracy the most /ikely outcome of the
events of 1929-33; the crisis did not make the advent of the Nazi dictatorship a
certainty.

To be sure, Germany was acutely vulnerable to the financial storms. Half of the
deposits in German banks were foreign, mostly American and British. In Europe,
German industry was the worst hit by the fall in demand. Moreover, the legiti-
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macy of the Weimar Republic and its founding centre-left Reichstag coalition
arose from a commitment to social reform and welfare. Modest unemployment
insurance enacted in 1927 proved to be a major liability as the slump deepened.
From 1929 to 1932, unemployment jumped from about 1.5 million to more than
6 million. Lengthening unemployment lines and declining tax revenue added up
to a budget deficit. Bitter debates in the Reichstag over how to spend the shrinking
budget shook the confidence of foreign investors and the domestic electorate. All
across Europe this pattern of interlocking financial and political crises destabilized
democracies. In Germany, where democracy was associated with defeat and
humiliation, voters disavowed parliamentary politics in huge numbers. For
salvation, they looked to the anti-democratic parties of the Left and Right. On
the Right, a propaganda campaign waged against the Young Plan played on
what many already believed: that Allied reparations and other sinister forces
(Bolsheviks, Jews, etc.) were responsible for Germany’s suffering.

In March 1930, unable to break the financial deadlock, Weimar’s last social
democratic coalition government resigned. From then on, until Hitler suspended
the Reichstag altogether in March 1933, German chancellors no longer governed
on the basis of a parliamentary majority, but instead enacted legislation through
emergency powers of decree made available to them by the Reich president, Paul
von Hindenburg. The 83-year-old field marshal hoped that this erosion of
democratic checks on executive authority would eventually lead to an authori-
tarian regime drawn exclusively from the traditional ruling elites (army officers,
the landed aristocracy and senior bureaucrats). While the anti-democratic motives
of the Hindenburg circle are not in doubt, the personal aims of the first ‘presi-
dential’ chancellor, Heinrich Briining, remain a puzzle. Traditionally portrayed
as leading the vanguard for the anti-democratic Right, some now suggest that
Briining had in fact hoped to preserve democracy with dictatorial expedients.
Indeed, the only way his painful programme of tax hikes and budget cuts could
be executed was through decrees. These measures had unmistakable internal and
external purposes. First, austerity would demonstrate that Germany could no
longer pay reparations (success on this front arrived with the Lausanne agree-
ment). Second, Briining believed that a balanced budget would ward off inflation
until self-correcting market forces restored German economic growth. The
unintended consequence of Briining’s strategy was that his use of presidential
powers accustomed voters to the consolidation of power in the hands of a few,
while the severe hardship of his austerity measures converted many to radical
causes. In September 1930, the National Socialist German Workers Party — the
Nazis — broke through to become the second largest Reichstag party with 107
seats; the communists won 77 seats. In the Reichstag, the Social Democrats, with
143 seats, provided Briining’s anti-socialist cabinet with passive support to prevent
the Nazis from gaining a toehold in government.

Nonetheless, Briining found it impossible to govern Germany in the midst of
the crisis without, at the same time, antagonizing President Hindenburg. Ignoring
the indispensable role that Briining had played in the presidential election in April
1932 when Hindenburg had seen off a challenge from Hitler, the president lost
confidence in the chancellor. Hindenburg disliked Briining’s flirtation with the

Reichstag
The lower house of the

German parliament during the

Wilhelmine and Weimar
periods.

Bolsheviks
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Russian Social Democratic
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revolution in Russia. After this
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socialists, and was outraged when he had the audacity to propose that landless
peasants be settled on insolvent aristocratic estates. Accordingly, in May 1932,
at the suggestion of the minister of defence, General Kurt von Schleicher,
Hindenburg appointed Franz von Papen chancellor. The rise of this shallow
mediocrity to high office was indicative of just how dangerous a game the
conservative cabal around Hindenburg had begun to play. For General Schleicher,
the redeeming attribute of the new German chancellor was his malleability. By
controlling Papen, so Schleicher believed, he would control the German govern-
ment. However, much to Schleicher’s dismay, once in office, Papen asserted his
independence. To make matters worse, the ambitious and conniving Papen began
to ingratiate himself with Hindenburg. While the president’s affection for Papen
grew, in the country and the Reichstag his reputation plummeted. Reluctantly, in
early December 1932, Hindenburg replaced Papen with Schleicher.

It is worth dwelling on the intrigue that followed Papen’s downfall because, as
Henry A. Turner argues, this was a moment ‘when the fate of a great nation was
contingent upon the actions of a handful of individuals’. The chief instigator was
Papen. Allying himself with Hitler, Papen hatched a plot to return to office and
to wreak revenge on his one-time sponsor, General Schleicher. Months earlier,
both Schleicher and Papen had concluded that no conservative-dominated regime
could be established without mass public support. Both men had made secret
contacts with Hitler in order to harness his growing radical movement to achieve
their own conservative political ends. In fact, to clear the way for a deal with the
Nazis, one of Papen’s first acts as chancellor was to lift Briining’s ban on Hitler’s
brown-shirted street thugs, the storm troopers. However, these negotiations always
failed for the same reason: Hitler wished to be a ‘presidential’ chancellor, with full
emergency powers, but Hindenburg, who distrusted the rabble-rousing former
corporal, was only ever willing to appoint Hitler as a ‘parliamentary’ one. Some
top-ranking Nazis criticized Hitler for refusing to take power in stages by entering
into a political alliance with the conservatives. Hitler held out for all or nothing.
He was fighting elections to destroy democracy, not to form a cabinet based on a
right-wing coalition in the Reichstag.

In January 1933, Papen was ready to offer Hitler what he demanded. The two
men agreed to form a new Hider—Papen cabinet (Papen acting as deputy
chancellor). Hitler had a sizeable presence in the Reichstag; Papen had the ear of
the Reich president. Meanwhile, Schleicher, who never had any distinctive policies
to offer, was embattled on all fronts. He had no firm base of support in the
Reichstag and soon faced a vote of no-confidence. To remain in office, he needed
Hindenburg, but the doddering field marshal shunned him. Not only had Papen
turned Hindenburg against Schleicher, but the president now believed that
Schleicher was planning a coup. Military government was a real possibility.
Schleicher commanded loyal troops. Yet he backed away from using force to stay
in power and resigned on 28 January. The next day, Papen deceived Hindenburg.
He persuaded the president that the new Hitler—Papen cabinet would be
supported by a majority right-wing alliance, and that Hitler would govern through
the Reichstag; in reality, no such coalition had been formed. On 30 January, once
Hitler had been sworn in, the promised Reichstag coalition failed to materialize
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and Hindenburg had little choice but to offer the new chancellor use of his
emergency powers.
It was ultimately the woeful lack of judgement of Papen, Hindenburg and
Schleicher that created Hitler’s opportunity to seize power and to consolidate Nazi
rule afterwards. By no means was this the on/y potential outcome of the first thirty
days of 1933. Had Hitler been denied the chancellorship, his all-or-nothing quest
for power might have backfired. His popularity among German voters was already
on the decline. As frustration within the Nazi movement grew, the party might
have fragmented. H. A. Turner argues that the most plausible alternative to the
Hitler chancellorship was a military dictatorship under General Schleicher. This
was what Hidler feared most. After all, the small but disciplined German army
would have had little trouble controlling the streets. Hindenburg would have had
to acquiesce. The prospective opposition to military dictatorship was too divided
to mount a challenge. Furthermore, from 1933 onwards, General Schleicher’s
military dictatorship would have benefited from the same economic fortunes and
easy foreign policy victories that the Nazis in fact benefited from.
Certainly Germany would have remained a revisionist state. Schleicher would
have ordered early large-scale military growth. Such plans were under way under
Briining and, in December 1932, to salvage the world disarmament talks, the
Western Powers had conceded to Germany the principle of equality of rights in
armaments. Unlike Stresemann, who, as we saw in Chapter 2, sought to rebuild  Chaprer 2
German power through diplomacy, Schleicher would have put force before
diplomacy in the revision of the hated territorial settlement of 1919. Even so,
Germany’s top-ranking army officers were men of prudence. In all likelihood they
would have fought rapid, localized conflicts against minor states such as Poland,
but not risked another world war. The restoration of Germany to its place as a
European Great Power was their long-range ambition. None of this of course ~ Great Powers
happened. Instead, a few individuals, who had failed to appreciate the cunning Traditionally those states that
and barbarity of the Nazi leader, betrayed everything that was civilized and ::re he.lg.f.ap afble EfShared
1 ] 1 A ponsibility for the
humane in German life by turning over the state to Adolf Hitler. management of the

international order by virtue
of their military and economic
influence.

Revolution and expansion

The German ruling elites were not the last people to misjudge Hitler and his
ideology. Many foreigners saw Nazism as just a more vulgar and brutal form of
Prussian militarism. The National Socialists, with their goose-stepping para-
military units, ubiquitous swastika banners and ‘Heil Hitler’ salutes, had much
in common with other mass movements of the Left and Right. The Nazi message
resonated with the anti-communism, anti-capitalism and anti-liberalism sweeping
across Europe. In Germany, conservatives took comfort in Hitler’s talk of national
revival and anti-Bolshevism; radicals looked forward to the implementation of the
socialism in National Socialism. Hitler played on public anxieties and used
violence to secure Nazi rule. Political opponents were locked up and all other

161



Mein Kampf (German: My
Struggle)

A semi-autobiographical book
dictated by Adolf Hitler to his
chauffeur and his personal
secretary, Rudolf Hess, while
he was serving a prison
sentence for his part in the
failed Munich beer hall putsch
of 9 November 1923. It was
published in 1925-26 in two
volumes. Sales did not reach
the hundreds of thousands
until Hitler took power in
1933. It is a myth that the
book was unread or ignored by
foreign statesmen. It contained
no detailed timetable for
aggression; instead, Mein
Kampfis a rambling
exploration of Hitler’s basic
political and racial views.

League of Nations

An international organization
established in 1919 by the
peace treaties that ended the
First World War. Its purpose
was to promote international
peace through collective
security and to organize
conferences on economic and
disarmament issues. It was
formally dissolved in 1946.

social Darwinism

A nineteenth-century theory,
inspired by Charles Darwin’s
theory of evolution, which
argued that the history of
human society should be seen
as ‘the survival of the fittest’.
Social Darwinism was the
backbone of various theories
of racial and especially ‘white’
supremacy.

anti-Semitism

A word which appeared in
Europe around 1860. With it,
the attack on Jews was based
no longer on grounds of creed
but on those of race. Its
manifestations include
pogroms in nineteenth-
century Eastern Europe and
the systematic murder of an
estimated six million Jews by
Nazi Germany between 1939
and 1945.
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political parties were disbanded. Labour unions, the professions, churches and
other public associations were ‘co-ordinated’ with Nazi practices. A parallel party
structure was set up alongside that of the state, and, after Hindenburg’s death on
2 August 1934, Hitler assumed the offices of both chancellor and president.
Outside observers disapproved of Nazi criminality, but for diplomatic officials the
real question was Hitler’s foreign policy. From his campaign speeches and his
book, Mein Kampf, there was no question that the new German chancellor would
pursue revisionism with at least as much determination as his predecessors.

Hitler had something much more radical in mind. Before Germany was armed,
though, he was careful not to provoke the European Powers. When he took
Germany out of the League of Nations and disarmament talks in October 1933,
he did so while proclaiming his love of peace. To maintain the pretence of policy
continuity, he retained until 1938 the foreign and defence ministers appointed
by President Hindenburg. Yet he despised the traditional ruling elites and their
obsession with shifting frontiers and perpetual diplomacy. As a leader attuned to
the new age of mass politics, he was determined to obliterate the old order. Even
so, when Hitler assumed office, there was little in his past to suggest that he had
the experience or talent to last one year as chancellor. After leaving school in 1907,
this resentful son of a minor official employed by the Habsburg civil service eked
out a dismal living as a landscape artist in Vienna. In the cosmopolitan capital of
the Austro-Hungarian Empire Hitler absorbed the social Darwinism, radical
nationalism and anti-Semitism that were later fundamental to Nazism. The
defining experience in the young Hitler’s life was the trench. He thrived on what
he and many others held to be combat’s purifying qualities. The Kaiser’s army
awarded him an Iron Cross for bravery. After recovering from the shock of
Germany’s defeat and blindness induced by poison gas, Hitler was recruited by
the post-war German army as a political agitator. The soapbox demagogue then
became an early member of a small nationalist German Workers Party. In
November 1923, he earned national notoriety as the leader of the failed beer-hall
putsch in Munich.

Sadly, Hitler’s career did not end in obscurity. Instead, a decade later, he began
to convert his vision into reality. Two concepts were fundamental to his world-
view. One was race, the other space. Human history, according to Hitler, was a
struggle between races. Superior races either flourished or perished. To grow, they
had to preserve their biological purity and conquer ever more living space
(Lebensraum). Destiny had ordained him as the saviour of the Germanic race from
the folly of its aristocratic leaders. He intended to erase the disastrous 1919
settlement and to wage pitiless war against the most dangerous racial enemy, the
Jews. In the eyes of Nazis, the Jews were a parasitic race that plotted to enslave
some races with Bolshevism, such as the Slavs, and to destroy others, especially
the Germanic (or Aryan) master race. Racism was commonplace in this era of
European imperialism, but Nazism constituted a distinctly dogmatic and
murderous form of state racism. Hitler did not distinguish between internal and
external racial policy. To expand abroad, Germany needed a pure and vigorous
racial core at home. The possibility of another ‘stab in the back’ (see Chapter 2)
by internal enemies had to be removed. Race laws to isolate Jews, Gypsies and
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other ‘alien’ peoples were brutally enforced, while social measures were introduced
to promote the birth rate of ‘healthy’ Germans and to sterilize, abort and later
murder those who were deemed to be racially inferior or defective. Hitler’s race
revolution inside Germany, however, could not be consummated without a policy
of ferocious and ceaseless expansion abroad. War would not only provide the
Lebensraum essential for Germany’s growth, but it would also permit the Nazis to
sweep away the last remnants of the old conservative order.

Germany’s initial military weakness dictated that Hitler’s programme had to
unfold in roughly defined stages. The first stage was Germany’s return as a Great
Power through large-scale rearmament and territorial expansion in Central and
Eastern Europe. Stage two was the conquest of European Russia and the con-
solidation and ruthless economic exploitation of Lebensraum in the east. The final
stage — one that Hitler was unsure he would live to see — would be the final battle
for global supremacy against the United States. Achieving this long-term goal
called for arms, autarky and allies. In Mein Kampf, Hitler had criticized the leaders
of imperial Germany for gratuitously provoking Britain before 1914 with a naval
armaments race. To secure a free hand on the European continent, Hitler hoped
to strike a bargain on naval strength and spheres of influence with the British,
and form a close alliance with Italy, thereby isolating Germany’s arch-enemy,
France. The precondition to world domination was, of course, military supremacy.
As Hitler well knew, the First World War had taught military theorists everywhere
that war preparations did not entail simply the buildup of large standing forces
to fight the first battles (arms 77 breadth), but also the acquisition of huge arms
industries and self-sufficiency in raw materials such as oil, rubber and iron ore to
feed the voracious appetite of protracted modern war (arms 7z depth). From the
very start of his chancellorship, Hitler aimed to build arms in depth by turning
over the whole German economy to military preparations. At first, the Depression
provided enough slack in the German economy to gain a swift head-start on
rearmament, but when the scale of rearmament began to strain Germany’s
finances, Hitler rebuffed calls from the president of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar
Schacht, to slow the pace and return Germany to the world economy through
trade. Instead, Hitler raised the targets for arms growth and autarky. In September
1936, the Fiihrer appointed Field Marshal Géring to head the Four Year Plan to
accelerate the drive for a total war economy. Nonetheless, it would take until the
mid-1940s for Germany to be ready to fight and win the wars of ‘great pro-
portions that Hitler desired.

Relentless German aggression was one of the principal causes of the Second
World War. Yet Hitler was not alone in his wish to overturn the status quo. Benito
Mussolini dreamed of revolution too. The once-committed socialist broke with
the Italian Left over its objection to Italy’s entry into the European war in 1915.
He fought, was wounded and then returned to civilian life as editor of a right-
wing newspaper agitating for Italy to be rewarded for its part in the Allied victory.
By 1921, he emerged as leader (Duce) of the Italian Fascist movement. A year
later, in the midst of near civil war, King Victor Emmanuel III appointed
Mussolini prime minister. Although these events were later mythologized as the
‘March on Rome’, Mussolini’s premiership was in fact the product of an alliance

autarky

A policy that aims at achieving

national economic self-

sufficiency. It is commonly
associated with the economic

programmes espoused by

Germany, Italy and Japan in

the 1930s and 1940s.

total war

A war that uses all resources at
a state’s disposal including the
complete mobilization of both

the economy and society.
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see Chapter 2

Spanish Civil War

Began on 18 July 1936 as an
attempted right-wing military
coup led by General Francisco
Franco. The coup was
launched with elite troops
from Spanish Morocco to
topple the recently elected
socialist and anti-clerical
Popular Front government.
Franco’s Nationalists failed to
take Madrid, and the
Republican government of
President Azana remained in
control of much of Spain.
Both sides appealed for
outside help to achieve victory.
As a result, Spain became
Europe’s ideological
battlefield. Nazi Germany and
Fascist Italy intervened on the
side of the Nationalists, while
the Soviet Union sent aid to
the Republicans. Britain and
France tried to contain the
war. The fighting dragged on
for three terrible years, during
which three-quarters of a
million people perished. The
civil war ended in April 1939.
General Franco’s dictatorship

lasted until he died in 1975.
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between Italy’s new radical Right and traditional conservatism against the bogey
of communism. In the 1920s, while he built up the power and prestige of
his regime internally, Mussolini played the responsible statesman in Europe, a
posture which also stemmed from Italian weakness as well as the limited scope
for mischief-making in the era of Locarno.

In the mid-1930s, Mussolini appeared to change course. In 1935, Italy
embarked on a colonial war in Africa and a year later large-scale intervention in
the Spanish Civil War. This opportunistic turnabout — not to mention Italy’s
dismal wartime performance — has led some to dismiss Fascism as an empty
propaganda trick and Mussolini as the archetypal papier-miché Mephistophelean.
However, the Fascist Duce was as ruthless and determined as the Nazi Fiihrer.
Nazism and Fascism were both propelled by a distinctive revolutionary dynamic:
Hitler planned to realize his race revolution through war and conquest; Mussolini
also valued foreign expansion as the means to Italy’s total ‘fascistization’. The
policies of the two regimes were shaped by similar national experiences. As recently
unified states, Italy and Germany behaved like restless ‘latecomers’ in this era of
intense Great Power rivalry and overseas imperialism. Their national aspirations
had been frustrated at the Paris Peace Conference. As mass movements arising in
times of social unrest, economic dislocation and political deadlock, both
dictatorships claimed to be the only legitimate ‘democratic’ expressions of the
national will.

Yet there were differences. The racism and anti-Semitism, so fundamental to
Nazism, were more peripheral to Fascism (many Italians saw the Duce’s race laws
of 1938 as a distasteful northern import). Both regimes had been formed with
the connivance of the conservative ruling elites, but Mussolini was never able to
shake them off and attain the iron grip that Hitler had on the German state and
its people. Italy’s monarchy, the Catholic Church and the armed forces were
centres of authority and power that the Duce could not ignore. Another difference
lay in their ultimate goals: Hitler dreamed of total wars of racial expansion
culminating in Germany’s mastery of the globe; Mussolini intended to found a
new Roman Empire by seizing the Mediterranean and its ocean outlets as Italy’s
rightful spazio vitale. ‘Either war,” he said, ‘or let’s end this commedia of [claiming
to be] a Great Power.” The obstacles to a Fascist empire were the two leading status
quo Powers, Britain and France. Germany, their most formidable potential foe,
was Mussolini’s most important potential ally. Contacts between the Nazis and
Rome stretched back to the Munich putsch, but Mussolini (at first anyway) and
many of his advisers (long after) were wary. Undoubtedly, a resurgent Germany
would create scope for a more aggressive policy, but the new Reich might also
absorb Austria — one of the buffers between the two states and a focus for Italian
influence in south-east Europe — and, worse, begin to demand from Italy territory
taken from Austria (South Tyrol).

Italian policy reflected this uncertainty. In 1932-33, the Fascist regime
proposed a new Four-Power Treaty between the Locarno Powers to arbitrate
European affairs. London and Paris humoured what they saw as an Iralian conceit.
Apart from sidelining the League of Nations, the aim behind this démarche was
to contain Germany for a time in a manner beneficial to Italian ambitions. Hitler,
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who had no interest in multilateral security systems, signed the treaty and then
ignored it. On 24 July 1934, the Austrian Nazis attempted a coup and murdered
the quasi-fascist chancellor, Engelbert Dollfuss. Italian troops mobilized to deter
an Anschluss. Hitler, who denied foreknowledge of the coup, disavowed the
Austrian Nazis. Italo-German relations cooled, but not for long. The two dictators
were on converging ideological paths. The outbreak of the Abyssinian War on 3
October 1935 marked the junction point. Under the impression that he had been
given a green light in April by the Western Powers for a war in Africa as a reward
for Italy’s condemnation of German unilateral rearmament, Mussolini was
incensed by the opposition of France and Britain and the imposition of limited
League of Nations economic sanctions against Italy. The Fiihrer, who exploited
the Abyssinian conflict to remilitarize the Rhineland on 7 March 1936, offered
the Iralians benevolent neutrality and some material support. The war ended in
May 1936. Mussolini’s defiance of the Western Powers and the League had
impressed Hitler. In January 1936, the Duce signalled his intentions by dropping
objections to Austria becoming a German satellite.

In November 1936, Mussolini announced the Rome—Berlin Axis. It was
followed a year later by Italy’s accession to the German—Japanese Anti-Comintern
Pact. Long after the Axis was announced, British and French statesmen sought to
woo Mussolini away from Hitler. The ideological bond could not be broken.
Officials in Paris and London pointed to Italian support for General Franco’s
rebellion in Spain as the stumbling-block. The reality was that the Duce revelled
in the ‘dynamism’ of his wars. Ironically, the Abyssinian and Spanish adventures
drained Italy of its war-making potential. The Italian defence budget trebled, but
the money was spent on current operations and wasteful projects such as main-
taining large numbers of ill-equipped infantry instead of the in-depth preparations
essential for modern warfare. In some ways, the emphasis on quantity over quality
and staying power accorded well with Fascist bluster and bullying. After all, Italy
was treated as a player because it possessed a big navy, a large bomber force and
an army of ‘eight million bayonets’. However, the Italian peninsula was vulnerable
to Anglo-French naval blockade and bombardment. In a European war, Rome
would have to rely on its preponderant northern ally for coal to fuel Italian war
industries and for military aid. Mussolini’s resolve to strike a blow against the
status quo thus destined Italy to fall under the shadow of the Third Reich. This
was a fate he embraced. As his son-in-law and foreign minister, Count Ciano, put
it, the Axis was ‘based above all upon the identity of political regimes, which
determines a common destiny’.

Diplomacy and deterrence

Once the Nazi challenge gained strength, a major war became the only way by
which it could be stopped. The starting date of that war would depend on the
moment when the status quo Powers resisted Hitler with force. From 1933 to

Abyssinian War

On 3 October 1935, the
brutal conquest of Abyssinia
by Italian troops launched
from neighbouring Italian
Eritrea began. It arose from
Mussolini’s desire to exercise
the martial prowess of his
Fascist regime and thereby
further his revolution. The war
was popular inside Italy as
revenge for Italy’s defeat at
Adowa in 1896. Emperor
Haile Selassie appealed to the
League of Nations, but his
small kingdom was abandoned
to its fate. The war ended on 5
May 1936.

Axis

A term coined originally by
Mussolini in November 1936
to describe the relationship
between Fascist Italy and Nazi
Germany. The
German-Ttalian Axis was
reinforced by the so-called
Pact of Steel signed by Rome
and Berlin in May 1939. More
broadly speaking, the term is
often used (as in Chapter 8 of
this book) to refer to the
relationship between
Germany, Italy and Japan.
These three Powers were
formally linked by the
German—Japanese Anti-
Comintern Pact of November
1936, which Italy signed one
year later, and the Tripartite
Pact of September 1940.

Comintern

The Communist or Third
International founded in
Moscow in 1919 as an
organization to direct and
support the activities of
communist parties outside
Russia. It was abolished in
1943 in a short-lived effort by
Stalin to reassure Britain and
the United States that the
Soviet Union no longer sought
to export Marxism-Leninism.
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Versailles Treaty

The treaty that ended the
Allied state of hostilities with
Germany in 1919. It included
German territorial losses,
disarmament, a so-called war
guilt clause and a demand that
reparations be paid to the
victors.

see Map 7.1
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1938, Paris and London accommodated the Nazis. On 21 October 1933,
Germany walked out of the League of Nations. In March 1935, Hitler ordered
compulsory military service in Germany and announced the existence of the
Luftwaffe (German air force). In reaction to these unilateral violations of the
Versailles Treaty, Britain, France and Italy consulted and issued a protest in April.
This deceptive display of unity between France and the Locarno guarantors was
short lived. In June, Britain signed a bilateral naval agreement with Germany. In
October, the Italians, who had only just signed up to military agreements which
set out how they would assist France in a war against Germany, attacked Abyssinia.
In March 1936, while Europe was gripped by the crisis in the Mediterranean,
German troops marched into the Rhineland. In response, Britain stepped forward
to propose a new round of diplomacy, France stood still and Belgium withdrew
into neutrality. The emerging security framework of the 1920s was now in ruins.
The sense that Europe was on the verge of a great calamity was heightened after
July 1936 with the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. Italy and Germany sent
men and matériel to assist Franco’s nationalists, while the Soviet Union supplied
the same to the left-wing Republican government. As Europe’s ideological fissure
widened, France and Britain negotiated an international agreement on non-
intervention in Spain which in practice permitted German and Italian
intervention to continue.

Orthodox historians have explained this phase of retreat as the product of
shortsighted and spineless leadership. Granted, French and British politicians never
fully grasped the depth of Hitler’s malevolence. However, hindsight combined
with a half-century of scholarly inquiry into the nature of Nazism makes it difficult
for us to appreciate the uncertainty about Germany’s intentions that contempo-
raries had to deal with. In the cabinet rooms, foreign and defence ministries
and intelligence departments of France and Britain, pessimists argued that the
militaristic Germans sought to dominate Europe, for much the same reason as they
did before 1914, while optimists believed that Hitler or those who purportedly
had influence over him could be constructively conciliated. Pointing to the state-
ments of the former as evidence of foresight and those of the latter as proof of
inanity does injustice to the realities of statecraft. These debates — recurring again
and again in the twentieth century — sprang from the inescapable dilemma of
coping with what was an inherently ambiguous and menacing situation.

Uncertainty alone does not explain the initial responses of Britain and France
to the expansion of German power. There were other inhibiting factors. Not
least was an all-pervasive sense of revulsion at the cost of the last war. Most French
and British politicians had either served in the trenches or lost someone dear.
‘Never again’ was not just a slogan for peace movements and pacifists; it was the
moral purpose behind the foundation of the League of Nations, the Kellogg—
Briand Pact and world disarmament. The identification of the status quo Powers
with liberal internationalism should not be dismissed as starry-eyed idealism.
Values expressed in the form of rules or norms of conduct are porential power. As
the chief beneficiaries of post-1919 order, it was in the interest of Paris and
London to outlaw force and promote institutions for the pacific settlement of
disputes. As one Japanese official complained, ‘“The Western Powers had taught
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the Japanese the game of poker . . . but after acquiring most of the chips, they
pronounced the game immoral and took up contract bridge.” This barb only
captures the self-interested dimension of Western foreign policy. British, French
and American statesmen believed that ‘contract bridge’ was not only good for
them, but also good for the rest of the world. The problem was persuading every-
one to play by the new rules. This could only be done in the first instance through
diplomacy. After all, to uphold the status quo, the Western Powers could notadopt
the violent methods of the revisionists without undermining the norms of the
liberal state system that they had created.

Of the status quo Powers, France had the least room for manoeuvre. In matériel
terms, Frenchmen knew that they could not equal Germany’s ultimate strength.
The old adversary was not only more densely populated but also more indus-
trialized. It took a coalition of Great Powers to win in 1918. To enforce the
Versailles Treaty, French soldiers had marched in 1923, but to the enormous cost
of the French economy and its relations with the British and the Americans. ‘A
country’s defence resides not only in its soldiers and its cannons,” Premier Herriot
once observed, ‘but also in the excellence of its legal position.” France had to have
justice on its side in order to construct a coalition powerful enough to face a
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appeasement

A foreign policy designed to
remove the sources of conflict
in international affairs through
negotiation. Since the
outbreak of the Second World
War, the word has taken on
the pejorative meaning of the
spineless and fruitless pursuit
of peace through concessions
to aggressors. In the 1930s,
most British and French
officials saw appeasement as a
twin-track policy designed to
remove the causes of conflict
with Germany and Italy, while
at the same time allowing for
the buildup of sufficient
military and financial power to
bargain with the dictators
from a position of strength.

détente

A term meaning the reduction
of tensions between states. It is
often used to refer to the
superpower diplomacy that
took place between the
inauguration of Richard
Nixon as the American
president in 1969 and the
Senate’s refusal to ratify SALT
II in 1980.

Popular Front

The Comintern policy
announced in 1935 of
encouraging communist
parties to form coalitions with
other socialist and non-
socialist parties in order to
provide a common front
against fascism.
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resurgent Germany. True, France had security treaties with Poland, Czechoslovakia,
Romania and Yugoslavia. But these small states, bitterly divided among themselves,
did not add up to an ‘Eastern bloc’. Moreover, French influence in Eastern Europe
plummeted after Germany occupied the Rhineland without a shot being fired.
What about Britain and Italy, the guarantors of the Treaty of Locarno? For much
of the period, the British did not see themselves as France’s ally, but instead as cool-
headed mediators caught between the hotheads in Paris and the bullies in Berlin.
As for Italy, Pierre Laval, the French premier, concluded an accord in early 1935
with Mussolini which stipulated that the two states should consult if Germany
disturbed the peace. The Duce, however, saw the deal as a go-ahead for his
Abyssinian conquest. The French had no choice but to alienate Italy by siding with
Britain and the League of Nations.

What about the Russians? In May 1935, France did conclude a mutual
assistance treaty with the Soviet Union as well as a parallel agreement with
Czechoslovakia. The negotiations for these treaties (as well as those with Italy) had
begun a year before under Louis Barthou, the foreign minister of the centre-right
government of ‘National Union’. Some argue that Barthou’s diplomacy was a
transitory phase of ‘realism’ in French policy-making — an effort to surround
Germany with powerful allies, including the Soviets. Tragically, so runs this
interpretation, Barthou was assassinated in October 1934 and his realpolitik was
abandoned in favour of a craven policy of ‘appeasement’. In fact Barthou’s
diplomacy did not mark such a radical break in continuity. Just like his friend
Briand before him and those who followed him, Barthou hoped to build a
multilateral and interlocking framework of mutual security guarantees in Eastern
and Western Europe similar to those signed in 1925 at Locarno. To describe this
strategy another way, Barthou was trying to persuade Germany to join in its own
containment. Security talks with Russia, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Italy were
designed to convince Berlin that Franco-German détente was the only way to alter
the peace settlement. As we know, Hitler responded to this security-building effort
by occupying the Rhineland and thereafter ignoring French overtures. The door
on the Locarno era was slammed shut.

Domestic politics in France complicated its foreign policy. During the slump,
the French witnessed a 30 per cent fall in national income and growing budget
deficits, which polarized the electorate between the Right and the Left. Alignment
with Fascist Italy was anathema to the Left, while a rapprochement with Soviet
Russia infuriated the Right. Governments also changed frequently. Between 1933
and 1940, France was led by thirty-four separate administrations and had seven
different foreign ministers. In April 1936, the election of a centre-left coalition
known as the Popular Front exacerbated the ideological rift. Industrial unrest and
social turmoil erupted. The presence of the French Communist Party in the
coalition disgusted the right-wing group. Investors became jittery. The flight of
capital from the Paris financial markets drove down the value of the franc. Even
the unwavering commitment of the Popular Front premier, Léon Blum, a
dedicated social reformer and disarmer, to a huge programme of rearmament in
1936 did not inspire national unity. Once Franco started his rebellion in Spain,
the perception of imminent civil war in France (though greatly exaggerated)
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became widespread. The image of a left-wing government embacttled by right-
wing generals was just a little too close to home. Blum’s cabinet considered
assisting the Spanish Republic, but feared that this might spark civil war in France
as well as a general war in Europe. The Popular Front therefore championed non-
intervention and worked with the British to put it into effect. After the setbacks
0f 1935-36, what France needed most was time to rearm and a firm embrace from
the other powerful parliamentary democracy in Europe, Britain.

Unfortunately for the French, the last thing the British were prepared to do was
offer security guarantees. Once again, painful memories of the First World War
and a long-standing aversion to entangling alliances played an important part
here. A deep hostility towards and misunderstanding of the French were equally
important. In the early 1930s, many British officials believed that German
recalcitrance and even the advent of Nazism were attributable to French obstinacy.
Ramsay MacDonald, Britain’s prime minister from 1931 to 1935, considered ‘the
diplomacy of France ... an ever active influence for evil in Europe’. The
ideological conflict in France that followed the election of the Popular Front only
served to strengthen the deeply held conviction that it was an unreliable ally.
Britain’s strategic predicament also spoke in favour of isolation from Europe.
Britain was a global Power. Unlike the French, the British could not focus solely
on the Nazi menace. Japan threatened Britain’s eastern possessions and commer-
cial interests in China, while Italy, with its battlefleet concentrated in the
Mediterranean and a large army positioned in Libya, endangered Egypt and the
Suez Canal. These commitments exceeded Britain’s defence resources.

The rise of the triple threat did not mean that the eyes of British strategists
turned away from the German threat. A top-level committee of civilian and
military officials reviewing Britain’s defences in 1933-34 identified Germany as
Britain’s ‘ultimate potential enemy’. Some influential voices advocated a retreat
into isolation, but most recognized that Britain could not abandon Europe.
Germany could not be allowed to crush France, occupy the Low Countries and
position air and sea forces close to Britain. However, another great war to prevent
Germany’s domination of continental Europe would initiate another accelerated
period of decline in Britain’s standing as a global financial and trading nation to
the benefit of the United States. Peace in Europe was therefore Britain’s ultimate
national interest. British diplomats accordingly drew up disarmament conventions
and spoke of muldlateral security accords for Eastern and Western Europe
comparable to those of the French. The formula for the pacification (or appease-
ment) of Europe was plain: Germany would offer France a security guarantee and,
in exchange, France would permit a relaxation of the Treaty of Versailles.

Britain’s domestic politics reinforced this diplomatic stance. The view that the
Versailles settlement had been untenable and indefensible was common among
the political elite and opinion-makers. As in France, the man on the street regarded
the League of Nations and disarmament as the twin pillars of foreign policy.
In parliament, the Labour Party was the most vocal in support of the League,
but enthusiasm for Geneva diplomacy and collective security cut across Right—
Left boundaries. As a general election approached in the autumn of 1935,
Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, the leader of a cross-party — but in the main

collective security

The principle of maintaining

peace between states by
mobilizing international
opinion to condemn

aggression. Commonly seen as
one of the chief purposes of
international organizations
such as the League of Nations

and the United Nations.
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protectorates

Territories administered by an
imperial state without full
annexation taking place, and
where delegated powers
typically remain in the hands
of a local ruler or rulers.
Examples include French
Morocco and the unfederated
states in Malaya.
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Conservative — National Government, knew that electoral victory and parlia-
mentary backing for his government hung on one issue: ‘the question of peace and
war and the future of the League of Nations’. While the initial preparations for
rearmament were under way, Baldwin promised in an election speech that there
would be ‘no great armaments’. His first foreign secretary, Sir Samuel Hoare,
discovered the perils and pitfalls of reconciling a declaratory policy of adherence
to the League of Nations and collective economic sanctions with a prudent
one of war avoidance. In December 1935, newspapers reported that Hoare and
the French premier, Laval, were prepared to defuse the crisis in East Africa by offer-
ing Mussolini a protectorate over Abyssinia. Public indignation forced Hoare
to resign. He was replaced by the dashing Anthony Eden, the fomer minister
for League of Nations affairs, who was regarded by the British public as a League
man.

However, the search for an agreement with Germany — the policy that later
took on the pejorative label ‘appeasement’ — was not the product of Britain’s
material weakness or driven by public opinion. Politicians were sensible to take
these factors into account, but appeasement as practised under Baldwin and his
successor, Neville Chamberlain, was an interventionist policy designed to reshape
Europe to suit Britain’s security interests and to uphold Britain’s global empire. A
prime example of this sort of thinking put into practice was the conclusion of the
Anglo-German naval agreement of June 1935. Hitler’s offer to limit the size of
his navy to 35 per cent of the size of the Royal Navy was in fact an attempt to
bribe Britain into giving him a free hand in Central and Eastern Europe. While
ignoring any suggestion that Britain would turn away from Europe, the British
Admiralty and Foreign Office exploited Hitler’s offer to advance their own
strategic purposes. In terms of naval strength, the treaty would commit Germany
to build a conventional battleship fleet instead of a much more dangerous one
composed of small commerce raiders and cruiser submarines. In diplomatic terms,
the naval accord would be integrated into the larger set of negotiations taking
place between the five leading naval Powers — Britain, Japan, the United States,
France and Italy — towards a new global naval armaments limitation treaty.

Hitler thus failed to procure Britain’s disinterest in Europe with his naval
appeasement. The British instead sought to solve Europe’s troubles through the
negotiation of a comprehensive settlement. Similar to French proposals, this new
security system would be based on interrelated Western and Eastern treaties of
mutual guarantee modelled on Locarno, combined with Germany’s return to the
League, as well as a general convention to restrict the use of bombing aircraft
against civilians. The question was how to persuade the Germans to lock
themselves into this multilateral framework. Most agreed that the answer was to
redress German grievances arising from the 1919 settlement. Unfortunately,
Hitler had an uncanny capacity to divine exactly the right moment to seize for
himself the concession that the French and British were about to offer him in
exchange for security talks. In this way, he frustrated British and French diplomacy
first in March 1935, with his unilateral denunciation of the military clauses of
the Versailles Treaty, and once again, a year later, with the reoccupation of the
Rhineland. After March 1936, fresh efforts to extract from Hitler the basis for
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talks went unanswered. While the Spanish Civil War appeared to begin the slide
into general European war, some held out the prospect that colonial or economic
concessions might induce Hitler to come to the bargaining table. However,
indications that such offers might initiate progress originated not from the Fiihrer,
but from the president of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar Schacht. In London, the
misconception that reputed moderates such as Schacht had influence over Hitler
sustained the mistaken view that a general agreement with the Third Reich could
be negotiated, if only the right diplomatic approach was made.

The emphasis in British and French policy on diplomacy did not exclude
considerations of force. In 1936, Britain and France launched large-scale
programmes of rearmament designed to compel Hitler to negotiate. As chancellor
of the exchequer, Chamberlain favoured spending on the Royal Air Force over
the British Army because he believed air power to be ‘the most formidable
deterrent to war’. Britain’s planners aimed to build up by 1939 enough air and
naval strength to deter Germany, but a balance had to be struck between acquiring
the armaments to defeat an initial German attack and husbanding the financial
strength necessary to purchase overseas supplies and to raise capital abroad for a
long war — what was termed the fourth arm of defence’. The Maginot Line — a
200-mile system of fortifications along the Franco-German frontier — was France’s
declaration of deterrence expressed in steel, barbed wire and concrete. The French
also had a large body of trained men to mobilize in case of a sudden German
attack, but cuts to defence spending in the early 1930s had left some serious gaps
in their air and land armaments. These gaps could not be closed until the 1936
defence programmes paid off in 1939-40. Expectations of what would happen if
deterrence failed helps to explain the Western response to Germany. British and
French strategists agreed that the ‘next war’ would be total, and would follow
roughly the pattern of 1914-18. Indeed, the war was likely to begin with another
German miscalculation. Hitler and his advisers might gamble that they could win
a quick victory by ordering the Luffwafe to deliver a devastating ‘knockout blow’
on London, or perhaps a Schlieffen-like assault on France with massed bombers
and fast tanks. Once this German ‘knockout blow’ had been repelled, so British
and French planners argued, the war would become another contest of endurance.
As the First World War had shown, Germany did not have the raw materials and
resources to win such a contest. Thus, while London and Paris mobilized the
superior quantities of men and mazériel available to them from their overseas
empires and from the rest of the world, Allied sea and air power would cut off the
Reich from seaborne supplies and pummel its industrial heartland. Once the Allies
had reached a crushing level of supremacy, the final offensives would begin. In
sum, the premise of British and French deterrence strategy was to threaten Hitler
with a long war, by convincing him that he could not win a short one. Since most
agreed that another great war would extinguish European civilization, the decision
to issue threats of force could not be taken lightly.

Aversion to force thus arose from sensible strategic calculations and deep
anxieties about a future apocalypse. Statesmen also saw that there was something
more at stake in the arms race than relative military strength. The deterrence
strategies of the status quo Powers were shaped by their national identities, values
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and a dedication to liberal economies and free societies. As one British minister
told his colleagues, Britain could not match the arms drives of the dictators ‘unless
we turned ourselves into a different kind of nation’. The lure of doing so was real
enough. Even the lifelong socialist Léon Blum once confessed that in ‘attempting
to oppose fascism’s bid for power . . . one is too often tempted to follow in its
footsteps’. Yet, as British and French statesmen well knew, the cost of emulating
the totalitarians would have been to sacrifice everything their nations stood for.

Isolation and co-existence

For salvation from the security crisis, some Europeans looked to either the United
States or Russia. Anthony Eden, Britain’s foreign secretary, for instance, hoped to
enlist American support to deter the aggression in Europe and the Pacific, while
Pierre Cot, the French air force minister, dreamed of a formidable Franco-Soviet
alliance based on air power to enforce the peace. However, most of their colleagues
feared the cut-throat capitalism of the Americans and the insidious doctrine of the
Russians in equal measure. From Locarno in 1925 to Munich in 1938, the pre-
ferred solution for those Europeans hoping to erect a new security structure always
rested on four-power co-operation between Britain, France, Germany and Iraly.
Before 1940, there was no prospect that the United States would be willing to
save Europe anyway. The slump reinforced the American desire for home-grown
solutions to their problems. ‘Each nation’, American officials told the World
Economic Conference, ‘must set its own house in order.” In one of his first
speeches, President Roosevelt announced that ‘our greatest primary task is to put
people to work’. Most of his listeners believed that the rest of the world, above all
the decadent and untrustworthy Europeans, could look after themselves. This
sentiment ran against Roosevelt’s own inclinations. Previously, as an assistant
secretary of the navy, he had served under Woodrow Wilson, and was imbued with
his hero’s ideals. Roosevelt was certain that the distinct American values of
freedom, justice and enterprise could transform the globe, and that the Depression
did not relieve Americans of their moral duty to make the world a better place.
Yet Roosevelt had learned from Wilson’s mistakes. ‘It’s a terrible thing to look
over your shoulder when you are trying to lead’, he reflected, ‘and to find no one
there.” During his first two terms, public opinion was the chief constraint on
policy. Abhorrence of war was expressed through investigation and legislation.
Through the Senate Inquiry into the Munitions Industry of 1934-36 (the Nye
Committee), Americans tried to expose the sinister forces of militarization
creeping into their economy. Through the three Neutrality Acts (1935-37) and
the Johnson Act (1934), all of which restricted commerce with belligerents as well
as the movement of American nationals through war zones, the United States
hoped to isolate itself from any future great war. Roosevelt, who shared their
hatred of war and its effects, could not ignore the isolationists. The success of the
New Deal, his ambitious programme of public works, investment and reform
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designed to combat unemployment, depended in Congress on the votes of
progressive Democrats and Republicans. As it happened, these progressives were
also among the most staunchly isolationist.

Apart from the domestic constraints, officials in Washington could not turn to
deterrence to make American policy felt abroad simply because of a scarcity of
credible means. Granted, the United States navy, the world’s second largest,
exercised the minds of Japanese admirals. Yet, for force projection into Europe,
the American army and air force were negligible. Before 1939, Hitler took no
notice of Roosevelts high-sounding admonitions for peace. Stormy relations with
Europe’s democracies also limited Washington’s capacity to shape events. This was
particularly true of Anglo-American relations. On the naval question, both sides
buried their long-standing differences over fleet parity and cruiser strength to
conclude the London Naval Treaty in March 1936. However, the chief obstacle
to wider co-operation was trade. Americans saw Imperial Preference as ‘economic
aggression’ at least as harmful to world peace and prosperity as the autarkic
practices of the dictatorships. Cordell Hull, Roosevelts secretary of state, called
for an easing of the Ottawa agreements to improve Anglo-American relations. But
what would London gain in exchange? Eden sought naval co-operation against
Japan. Chamberlain thought that it was ‘always best and safest to count on nothing
from the Americans except words’.

In October 1937, Roosevelt delivered a speech in Chicago in which he spoke
of ‘the epidemic of world lawlessness’ and of the need to ‘quarantine’ aggression.
The speech provoked an isolationist backlash and subsequently he denied that he
had a programme of action in mind when he called for quarantine. In November,
Washington shied away from talk of economic sanctions and fleet movements at
a conference convened in Brussels to mediate in the Sino-Japanese War. In
December, a Japanese air attack on British and American Yangtze gunboats paved
the way for secret Anglo-American naval talks — but nothing out in the open. There
was now only one option available to the president, the so-called Welles Plan.
Sumner Welles, the under-secretary of state and a close confidant of Roosevelt,
first proposed in 1936 a conference to work out the world’s political, armament,
financial and economic problems and to establish worldwide unanimity on the
‘fundamental norms’ to ‘govern international conduct’. In January 1938,
Roosevelt suggested the Welles Plan to Chamberlain. From London’s viewpoint,
the idea of one big conference to discuss the world’s problems was a recipe for a
spectacular row that would leave Britain exposed to the wrath of the dictators.
Chamberlain asked Roosevelt to wait. Roosevelt had little choice but to do so. As
war over Czechoslovakia loomed large, the prime minister sought to defuse the
crisis through bilateral talks with Hitler. Washington greeted the Munich Accords
with misapplied moral outrage directed at London as well as relief that European
war had been averted. In 1939, as the Munich settlement unravelled and war
appeared imminent, Roosevelt and his top military and diplomatic officials began
to turn the president’s concept of ‘quarantine’ into an operative policy of political
and military deterrence through allies and air power.

In contrast to the United States, Soviet Russia appeared eager to enter the
European states system. In 1934, the Soviets joined the League of Nations and,
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in the following year, signed mutual security guarantees with France and
Czechoslovakia. These treaties committed the Soviet Union to coming to the aid
of the Czechs, if they fell victim to aggression, so long as France did so first. In
1935, communists across Western Europe were instructed to form Popular Front
coalitions with democratic parties to bolster resistance to fascism. This sudden
180-degree reorientation away from vociferous hostility to the status quo to
outspoken enthusiasm for collective security and the ‘indivisibility of peace’ was
championed by Maxim Litvinov, commissar for foreign affairs since 1930, who
strove tirelessly to dispel the image of Russia as a malign agent bent on world
revolution.

Many historians blame the Western Powers for squandering the opportunity
presented by Litvinov’s exertions to forge an anti-Nazi coalition. To be sure,
abhorrence of the Bolsheviks ran deep in Europe. Indeed, Hitler exploited the
‘Red’ bogey to mask his own revolutionary machinations. The British worked to
prevent any connection between the planned eastern and western Locarno-type
systems and to weaken the security guarantees negotiated between Paris, Prague
and Moscow. The French high command resisted Russian invitations to begin
detailed staff planning on how to enforce the 1935 guarantees. The Eastern
Europeans, especially the Poles, were at least as wary of the Soviets as they were
of the Nazis. In fact, Polish (and obviously German) hostility to the Soviet Union
made the whole scheme for an ‘eastern Locarno’ unworkable. Despite Moscow’s
search for a way out of isolation, this arm’s-length treatment of Russia by everyone
else rendered the Soviet Union until 1939 in effect a non-Power. (No state could
act like a Great Power, after all, so long as the Great Powers did not treat it as one.)
Litvinov’s dilemma was painfully exposed by the coming of the Spanish Civil War.
The Soviet leadership could not afford to watch while their chief potential ally in
Western Europe, France, was threatened by a fascist victory in Spain. Yet Soviet
military intervention on the side of the Spanish Republic and its Popular Front
government was greeted in Paris and London with great hostility, and lent
substance to Hitler’s claim that his fight was a European one against the forces of
international communism.

Thus, the view that France and Britain ‘failed’ to exploit the opportunity
presented by the shift in Soviet policy can only be sustained if one ignores the
interactive nature of international politics. Ultimately, the ‘failure’ was the product
of mutual hostility, divergent security interests and, to a large degree, adverse
timing. When collective security appeared attractive to Moscow, Paris and London
preferred to negotiate an agreement with Berlin; when Paris and London were
ready to negotiate a deal with Moscow, Stalin preferred peaceful co-existence with
Hitler. Finally, as we have seen, the reluctance of the Great Powers to commit to
binding security alliances was #ypical of the international system of the period, and
not unique to relations between the democratic Powers and the Soviet Union.

The Soviet approach to external security was shaped by Russia’s history and
ideology, and by internal debates over policy. In the early 1920s, the Russian
economy lay devastated by war, revolution and foreign military intervention.
Because the wave of workers’ revolutions that Lenin had predicted would
transform the world had failed to materialize, the Soviet leadership was compelled
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after 1919 to defend socialism with the resources of Russia alone. As the Red
Army’s defeat by Poland in 1920 had underscored, this could be achieved only if
Russia industrialized to wage machine-age warfare. Joseph Stalin, who had out-
manoeuvred his internal rivals to become sole leader of the Soviet Union in the
late 1920s, recognized the need for an internal revolution before socialism could
be exported abroad. In 1928, in order to build ‘socialism in one country’, the first
Five-Year Plan of crash industrialization was launched. Industrialization, as well
as the forced collectivization of agriculture, was accompanied by the merciless
suppression of alleged internal class enemies and saboteurs. For orthodox
Bolsheviks too, there were compelling reasons to industrialize swiftly. Soviet
ideology prophesied that one day a crisis in capitalism would compel the capitalist
Great Powers to unite and stamp out socialism. Hence Lenin’s heirs saw it as their
task to forestall the formation of an anti-Soviet coalition and to prepare for the
coming struggle. “We are fifty or a hundred years behind the advanced countries’,
Stalin bellowed in a 1931 speech. “We must make good this distance in ten years.
Either we do or they crush us.’

By the early 1930s, conspicuous progress had been made in equipping the Red
Army with advanced weapons and readying the Soviet economy for total war. The
timing appeared close indeed. The onset of the Depression, the growth of fascism
and Japan’s conquest of Manchuria, which menaced Russia’s vulnerable Asian
territories, all appeared to portend the long-expected capitalist onslaught.
Moscow’s initial response was to conclude non-aggression pacts with the Baltic
States, France and Poland. Despite Hitler’s brutal suppression of the German
communists, the Soviets likewise hoped to co-exist peacefully with the Nazis.
However, the Fiihrer rebuffed Soviet feelers and trumpeted himself as Europe’s
saviour from Bolshevism. One German delegate to the World Economic
Conference openly called for the dismemberment of Russia for the benefit of
‘people without Lebensraum’. It was under these foreboding circumstances, not
to mention a lack of alternatives, that the Soviets turned to collective security.

The Spanish Civil War, the alignment of Germany, Japan and Italy under the
Anti-Comintern Pact and Russia’s exclusion from Munich did not bode well for
Soviet security through either multilateralism or bilateralism. While Litvinov
spoke of collective security at Geneva, proposals for a rapprochement were offered
to Berlin behind the scenes via a Soviet trade delegation. All of this was to no avail.
Worse, the mass internal violence of the Great Terror and the purge of the Red
Army in 1937-38, which accounted for about half of the officer corps, crippled
the Red Army. In Western eyes, the terror confirmed Russia’s status as an uncertain
ally. The situation did not change until war appeared imminent in the summer of
1939, when suddenly Germany, France and Britain courted the Soviet Union. In
May, to signal that all bids would be welcome, Stalin replaced Litvinov with the
latter’s most vocal internal critic, Vyacheslav M. Molotov. As the diplomacy
reached a climax in August, the choice for Stalin was between a deal with Hitler,
which promised to isolate Russia from the impending inter-capitalist conflict, or
a triple alliance with Paris and London, which would ensure Russia’s early entry
into the ‘second imperialist war’. Accordingly, on 23 August, Molotov and Hitler’s
foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, concluded a non-aggression treaty.
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Spheres of influence between the two totalitarian empires were defined and Poland
was partitioned. The Nazi—Soviet embrace was consistent with Bolshevik ideology
and diplomatic practice. The Soviet Union had no love for the status quo nor any
faith in perpetual peace. Stalin knew that the revolution at home was not yet
complete, but the opportunity to expand the socialist system into Europe was
irresistible.

From Munich to European war

The twelve months before September 1939 witnessed a decisive change in
European diplomacy. In 1938, British and French statesmen permitted the Reich
to annex Austria and the German-speaking parts of Czechoslovakia; in 1939,
London and Paris signalled their determination to stop Nazi expansion by
extending security guarantees to Poland, Romania and Greece. This shift from a
policy of accommodation to one of resistance placed Britain and France on a path
to war. Why did British and French policy change? Why did Hitler, despite this
change, press ahead with expansion?

Hitler’s mounting impatience is our starting point. Before 1937, to achieve his
goals, Hider exploited opportunities as they appeared. Afterwards, Hitler
accelerated the pace by initiating crises. Why? Much of the answer lies in his thirst
for violence. Hitler craved war not just to satisfy his bloodlust, but also to make
the law of the jungle the law of Europe. The first indication of this change in
posture came at a meeting of Hitler’s top officials on 5 November 1937. With a
theatrical flourish that revealed how his inflated sense of destiny and mortality
played on him, the Fiihrer remarked that what he was about to say constituted
his ‘last will and testament’. The aim of long-range policy, he declared, was to
obtain Lebensraum for the growth of the ‘German racial core’, and this could
‘only’ be executed with force of arms. To sustain the breakneck pace of German
preparations for war and to move closer to autarky, the resources of Austria and
Czechoslovakia had to be seized before 1943—45. By that stage, the military
advantage that the Reich had obtained by arming early would begin to waste away
as the other Powers caught up. Hitler speculated that Austria and Czechoslovakia
might be taken earlier than anticipated if France was immobilized by civil war or
if a war broke out between Britain, France and Italy. Although the senior army
commanders present at the meeting objected to any action that might embroil the
Reich prematurely in a European war, the Fiihrer was convinced that Paris and
London had already ‘tacitly written off the Czechs'.

Hitler’s view prevailed. In February 1938, the army generals who at the
November conference had voiced anxiety about the risks of a general European
war were ousted from their posts. Hitler assumed supreme command of a
Webhrmacht which had grown from a few under-armed units to one of Europe’s
most operationally capable armed forces. His hold on the economy and diplo-
macy was also tightened. Goring, who headed the Lufiwaffe and the Four-Year
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Plan, extended his authority over the economy, while Ribbentrop, a pompous
sycophant who said only what his master wanted to hear, became foreign minister.
The first test for the regime, now free of conservative voices, appeared to confirm
Hitler’s appraisal of the European situation. On 9 March, Kurt von Schuschnigg,
Austria’s chancellor, took a bold step to counter German economic and political
penetration into his country. He announced a plebiscite to determine whether
his fellow Austrians wished to remain independent of the Reich. The tactic caught
Berlin by surprise. To pre-empt an Austrian vote for sovereignty, the Nazis quickly
improvised preparation for an armed intervention. A torrent of threats from Berlin
persuaded Schuschnigg to cave in. On 11 March, Germany occupied Austria and
Hitler proclaimed the Anschluss. Britain and France did not oppose him.

Attention now turned to Czechoslovakia. To keep the issue on the boil, Hitler
ordered Konrad Henlein, the leader of the Nazi movement among the three
million Sudeten Germans in Czechoslovakia, to demand minority rights that the
government in Prague would find impossible to grant. War planning against
Czechoslovakia (Operation Green) was stepped up to take into account the fact
that German forces could now attack from Austria as well as Germany. Yet, for
much of April-May 1938, Hitler was in no hurry to deal with the Czechs. Austria
had to be digested first. Hitler and Ribbentrop had also learned in early May that
Rome would not actively support a German attack on Prague. The timing for
Operation Green was thus left open. Then, unexpectedly, on the weekend of
19-21 May, Europe was brought to the brink. Hitler’s response to this ‘weekend
crisis’ reveals much about how the stimulus of external events, his vision of
Lebensraum and his lust for violence propelled Nazi aggression forward. The
origins of the crisis remain murky. What we do know is that Czech intelligence
received a false warning that the Wehrmacht was amassing to strike. Unnerved by
the Anschluss, the Czech army prudently called up reservists and manned its
frontier fortifications. Paris and London issued diplomatic warnings. Hitler was
forced to deny that he planned to attack. In the world press, his denials were
portrayed as a humiliating climb-down. Hitler was enraged. On 30 May, he
vented his fury by revising the preamble to Operation Green to read: ‘it is my
unalterable decision to smash Czechoslovakia by military action in the near
future’. Now bent on a short, sharp war soon after 1 October 1938, Hitler needed
to invent a pretext. Henlein was ordered to intensify his internal agitation, while
German newspapers began a propaganda campaign accusing the Czechs of
heinous crimes against the Sudetenlanders.

The setting of the crisis of 1938 came as little surprise. After Locarno, informed
observers agreed that once Germany and Russia revived, Central and Eastern
Europe would become unstable. Ultimately, the fate of the ‘successor’ states rested
on the approach Berlin and Moscow would adopt towards them. Would the
intermediaries be regarded as useful buffers or prey? Nazi and Soviet ideology, the
myriad revanchist claims and national hatreds that divided the region, and the
limited capabilities of the small states, combined to ensure that the predatory
approach would be adopted. One of the few hopes for the region was that the
new nations might unite into a coherent bloc, but this was not to be. One problem
was that most of the new states distrusted Hungary. Indeed, the ‘Little Entente’,
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which had been formed in the 1920s between Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and
Romania, was designed solely to deter Hungarian revanchism. Furthermore, the
bitter rivalry between the Czechs and the Poles guaranteed that no one leader
would emerge. Another factor that weakened the region was that the slump had
led the largely agricultural and raw material-exporting economies of the Eastern
European states to come under German dominance. Economic dislocation also
led to right-wing dictatorships as well as the shameful persecution of Jews and
other minorities. France swung between seeing its Eastern allies as assets and as
liabilities. While they might help to contain Germany, they might also be the
cause of the next Franco-German war. Also French influence was not always
welcomed by the fiercely independent Eastern Europeans. In 1934, for instance,
the Poles preferred to sign their own non-aggression treaty with Germany.

Moreover, the British never regarded Eastern Europe’s frontiers as sacrosanct.
To them, plunging Europe into war for the sake of a disputed border or the
custody of a discontented national minority was as absurd in the 1930s as fighting
a nuclear war for the sake of a united Germany or Korea appeared in the Cold
War. Many sympathized with complaints that the Paris peacemakers had applied
the principle of national self-determination unjustly against the aspirations of
German nationalists. This is why the British did not attempt to reverse the
Anschluss. What the British did not know for certain was whether Hitler was
exploiting the alleged injustice of Versailles as a pretext for more far-reaching
goals. The policy of appeasement rested on the mistaken belief that Hitler
could be satisfied through orderly revision negotiated between Britain and
Germany. For London, the danger was letting the crisis drift. An internal dispute
in Czechoslovakia might trigger a Franco-German war, which would inevitably
draw Britain in. The Anschluss only underscored the perils of allowing events to
unfold without British intervention.

Chamberlain believed that Germany could be pacified, if only Hitler could be
brought to the bargaining table. When he became prime minister, he had had six
triumphant years as chancellor of the exchequer. Long before Baldwin stepped
down in May 1937, Chamberlain, who towered in cabinet, was tipped to replace
him. Neither narrow-minded nor provincial in outlook, his politics mixed a
radical, reforming zeal at home with liberal imperialism abroad. He believed in
the empire and in Britain’s unique mission to promote peace and prosperity. He
hated war, yet he did not seek ‘peace at any price’; he saw spending on arms at the
cost of social spending as a waste, yet he armed to deter war. “What a frightful bill
we do owe to Master Hitler,” he said, ‘damn him! And damn him he did. In no
way was Chamberlain drawn to Nazism. He despised the dictators, but he knew
he had to deal with the Nazi Fiihrer if war was to be averted. The question was,
how?

Convinced that the professional diplomats had blocked progress, Chamberlain’s
answer was to open a direct channel to Berlin. In November 1937, his friend Lord
Halifax (who became foreign secretary after Eden resigned in February 1938) was
sent to the Reich on an unofficial visit to explain Britain’s position. Halifax told
Hidler that Britain wanted a frank exchange of views on economic, colonial and
territorial issues. If London and Berlin could arrive at reasonable solutions to these
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problems, then peaceful relations could be established between the European Great
Powers. In reply, Hitler confessed that he too desired peace and only demanded a
redress of Germany’s legitimate grievances. The prime minister was delighted. The
right atmosphere, he thought, had been created for bilateral talks. He wanted to
say to Hitler: ‘Give us satisfactory assurances that you won’t use force to deal with
the Austrians and Czechoslovakians, and we will give you similar assurances that
we won't use force to prevent the changes you want, if you can get them by peaceful
means.” Chamberlain’s remark, while easy to ridicule, reveals what he was trying to
achieve in 1938, and much about the wider, unfolding clash of values. Hitler craved
a brutal, localized war against the Czechs to shatter the prevailing norms of
European politics and thereby legitimize the use of violence; Chamberlain wanted
to uphold the rule of law in international relations by facilitating peaceful revision
through diplomacy and thereby to stigmatize the use of violence. For London, in
the end, the process was always more important than the outcome.

Military considerations bolstered the case for a diplomatic solution. True, the
arms balance was less dire than anyone at the time believed. British and French
intelligence exaggerated the might of the Wehrmachz, especially the prospect of a
knockout blow delivered by the Lufiwaffe, while downplaying the strengths of
their own forces. Planners on both sides of the Channel advised caution. The
rearmament programmes of 1936 would only peak in 1939-40. By then, war
could be faced with more confidence. Yet, even by that stage, the Reich could
only be beaten in a protracted and ruinous war; there was no short cut to victory.
“We can do nothing to prevent the dog getting the bone, and we have no means
of making him give it up’, the British chiefs of staff concluded, ‘except by killing
him by a slow process of attrition and starvation.” Such calculations also lay behind
French policy. The Czechs had a fine army, which would put up a brave fight
before certain defeat, but French officials were unsure about whether France
itself could withstand even a brief fight. The air force possessed only fifty modern
planes. Aircraft production had slowed to a trickle. Since 1936, the franc had been
devalued three times. Gold reserves dwindled and revenue declined. France faced
bankruptcy. External politics did not augur well either. Poland (and Hungary)
lined up with Germany to demand Czech territory, and the French were unwilling
to count on the Soviets. Chamberlain and Halifax, though acutely aware that
they could never forsake France, attempted to ‘restrain’ their French counterparts
by refusing to state plainly whether they would assist France in a war against
Germany. The British instead pressed French ministers to persuade their Czech
allies to offer the Germans concessions. Edouard Daladier, the French defence
minister and, since April 1938, premier, concluded that France could not uphold
its treaty obligations to Czechoslovakia without inviting national disaster. He did
not share Chamberlain’s optimism that there could be lasting peace with Germany,
yet one thing was certain. As General Maurice Gamelin, his top commander,
advised, ‘It is essential that we have Britain with us.’

During the crisis, it was Chamberlain who therefore had the initiative. He
pursued the course he had laid out after Halifax’s visit to Germany. In August
1938, he sent an emissary to mediate between the Sudetenlanders and Czechs.
Hitler meanwhile turned up the heat with war preparations and further orders to

179



180

THE PATH TO EUROPEAN WAR

Henlein to become more recalcitrant. Hitler’s plan for a bloodletting and
Chamberlain’s plan to satisfy his stated aim of uniting the German-speaking
peoples peacefully collided. Twice Chamberlain flew to Germany for bilateral talks
with Hitler. This was a spectacular gambit in an age unfamiliar with ‘shuttle
diplomacy’. On 15 September, at the first meeting, Chamberlain said ‘yes’ in
principle to a German annexation of the Sudetenland, though Paris and Prague
would also have to agree. Three days later, Daladier did agree, so long as Britain
guaranteed the rump Czech state. Under pressure from London and Paris, and
calculatingly mixed signals from Moscow about its intentions, the Czech
president, Edvard Benes, had little choice. On 22 September, the prime minister
flew to inform Hider that he would now get what he wanted. In reply, Hider
screamed for more, including the immediate occupation of the Sudetenland by
German forces. Hitler still wanted his war by 1 October. After two difficult
meetings with Daladier, Chamberlain at last told him that Britain would stand
with France, and that the two governments should send a final plea for diplomacy
as well as a military warning. The French army and the British navy mobilized
for war. Hitler now decided to back away from a war over the timing and method
of Germany’s annexation of the Sudetenland. On 28 September, he took up
Mussolini’s proposal for a Four-Power conference, which met at Munich on the
following day with the Duce, Daladier, Chamberlain and Hitler in attendance.
At Munich, the transfer of the Sudetenland was settled and the Four Powers
guaranteed the frontiers of what was left of the Czech state. Munich was the sort
of nineteenth-century Great Power arbitration that many considered to be the

Plate 7.1 Munich Conference, Germany, 30 September 1938. (Left to right) Prime Ministers
Neville Chamberlain (UK) and Edouard Daladier (France), Nazi German Chancellor
Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini (Italy) and Italian Foreign Minister Count Ciano gather
to sign the Munich Treaty between Nazi Germany, France, Italy and the United
Kingdom, authorizing Hitler to annex Czech territory. (Photo: Staff/AFP/Getty
Images)
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only way out of the extended crisis of the 1930s. Chamberlain thought that
Munich would be the start of a general appeasement that would see Germany
rejoin the League and progress towards world disarmament, and an end to autarky.
It was a victory for the prime minister’s shuttle diplomacy and, apparently, for the
Fiihrer. After all, he had been given what he had demanded so many times in
public — the Sudetenland. Hitler was in fact enraged at having been cheated out
of his Czech war. On 30 September, Chamberlain had even persuaded him to sign
the notorious Anglo-German declaration, which committed Hitler to ‘consulta-
tion’ as the normal method of settling disputes. All Hitler ever wanted from the
British was to be left alone. Now he would rid Europe of Britain.

The Anglo-German declaration, 30 September 1938

We, the German Fiihrer and Chancellor and the British Prime Minister, have had a further meeting
to-day and are agreed in recognizing that the question of Anglo-German relations is of the first
importance for the two countries and for Europe.

We regard the agreement signed last night and the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as symbolic of
the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again.

We are resolved that the method of consultation shall be the method adopted to deal with any other
questions that may concern our two countries, and we are determined to continue our efforts to
remove possible sources of difference and thus to contribute to assure the peace of Europe.

Adolf Hitler
Neville Chamberlain
September 30, 1938

Over the winter of 1938-39, Hitler raised the production targets for the
expansion of the Luffwaffe and the German navy — both forces directed against
the British. Ties with Tokyo and Rome were to be strengthened to paralyse the
British Empire. The prerequisite to Lebensraum was now the subjugation of
France. But the Czechs and Poles would have to be dealt with first to safeguard
the eastern front. On 14-15 March 1939, under the threat of air bombardment,
the Prague government was given no choice but to allow Germany to occupy what
was left of the Czech state. Slovakia declared its independence under a German
protectorate. Poland was a more complex problem. What Hitler wanted was extra-
territorial rights in the Polish corridor, the annexation of the Free City of Danzig
— both of which had been granted in 1919 to Poland to provide access to the sea
—as well as Polish adherence to the Anti-Comintern Pact. In exchange, Hitler and
Ribbentrop promised Warsaw territory in Ukraine after Germany turned eastward
to deal with the Soviet Union. The implications of the German offer were clear
enough: Poland was to become a vassal state of the Greater German Reich.
Ribbentrop put the deal repeatedly to Josef Beck, Poland’s foreign minister; each
time the offer was turned down. On 3 April 1939, Hitler gave the order for war
preparations against Poland to begin.
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After Munich, the British and the French experienced a change in outlook. In
London, Chamberlain and his ministers were puzzled over what was happening
inside the German camp. In Paris too, politicians and officials wondered where
Germany would strike next. Over the winter of 1938-39, the answers came in
the form of spine-chilling intelligence, which suggested that the Wehrmacht was
preparing a sudden attack on the Low Countries in order to seize bases for
bombers. Neither the French nor the British intelligence services detected a
slackening in the pace of German rearmament. Furthermore, on 9—10 November,
a fierce pogrom against German Jews (Kristallnachz) swelled the sense of moral
outrage against the Nazis that many had long tried to suppress. In both capitals,
the unwinding of appeasement did not occur overnight, nor was it atcributable to
any single factor — yet it certainly began before Hitler occupied what was left of
the Czech state. Some moved faster than others. Halifax abandoned appeasement
more quickly than Chamberlain — although both men were always prepared to
fight rather than see Nazi hegemony in Europe. In Paris, Daladier wished to
construct a powerful Franco-British alliance, and to restore France’s influence in
Eastern Europe, while his foreign minister, Georges Bonnet, argued that France
should adjust to a subordinate role in Europe.

The trend towards a resolute stand against Hitler was complicated by the
fact that Munich had undermined French and British credibility. The solution
was to offer firm commitments and guarantees. The process began in February
1939, when Chamberlain offered a public pledge to uphold French security.
Conversations between British and French military staffs to draft joint war plans
were scheduled. To build a barrier against the German domination of Eastern
Europe, France and Britain offered security guarantees in March to Poland,
Romania and Greece. Hesitantly, conversations with Moscow about an alliance
also began. In May, to put military muscle behind these declarations, peacetime
conscription was introduced in Britain. What was striking about this period was
the way in which military perceptions altered so rapidly. British and French intel-
ligence now highlighted German weaknesses, particularly in economic readiness
for war and in trained manpower, and to underscore Anglo-French strengths as
the 1936 construction programmes started to pay off. Rearmament was acceler-
ated, so that British aircraft production would soon overtake German output.
French armour, gun and aviation production now began to recover along with
the French economy. ‘If it comes to a duel between France and one other nation,’
Daladier confidently declared, ‘I would have no mortal concerns for the outcome.’
British and French statesmen now knew that they could face the burdens of a
protracted war with a united home front — no small thing for the fighting power
of democracies. Indeed, Hitler’s Prague coup had its greatest impact on the
populace. No one relished war, but now there was a grim resolve to resist
Hitlerism. It was not, however, public opinion, as some historians still argue, that
dragged the ‘peace at any price’ men to war. Instead, British and French officials
attempted to balance the issuing of credible threats designed to deter what they
now perceived to be open-ended Nazi expansionism against the need not to throw
away the chances of a German climb-down.
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That such a balance should have been struck stemmed from an erroneous
understanding of how Berlin worked. British and French diplomats argued that
Hitler could be influenced by playing to moderates in his inner circle. In truth,
Hitler was not swayed by moderates or extremists. The decisions were Hitler’s
alone, and the prospects in 1939 of a climb-down were nil. This was the legacy
of Munich. If Hitler had gone to war even after Chamberlain had resolved the
Sudeten question, then the full extent of his ambitions would have been exposed
to the world, and the war could not have been localized to Central Europe. The
fears of his military advisers and the downcast response of the German people to
the prospect of war had also troubled his thoughts. In 1939, he was determined
that he would not lose his nerve again or be drawn into diplomacy. Hitler would
not permit ‘at the last minute some Schweinhund [to] make a proposal for media-
tion’. His craving for violence, his growing aggravation as he tried unsuccessfully
to manipulate events and the lack of brakes on his authority, all combined to
produce the crucial miscalculations. In April 1939, in response to Poland’s refusal
to submit to his will and the granting of the Anglo-French guarantees to Warsaw,
the Fiihrer denounced the Polish—German non-aggression treaty of 1934 and the
Anglo-German naval agreement of 1935. In May, to pave the way for a localized
war against the Poles, Germany signed a ten-year alliance with Italy, the so-called
Pact of Steel. Ribbentrop now assured Hitler that Britain and France were only
bluffing; they would abandon the Poles as they had the Czechs. Hitler did not
need any convincing. Dismissing signs of British and French determination and
rearmament, he reached for the trump card, Soviet Russia. Actually, neither Hitler
nor his commanders took the threat of Soviet arms very seriously in 1939 or
earlier. The negotiations between Ribbentrop and Molotov in August were only
of consequence because of the effect that a German—Russian treaty might have
on Poland’s guarantors. A Nazi-Soviet pact, so the Fiihrer believed, would bring
down Chamberlain’s government, and provide the West with a pretext to desert
the Poles. Despite the diplomatic coup, London and Paris firmed up their
alliances. Count Ciano, meanwhile, said that Italy did not have the resources to
join its Axis partner in a general war. Hitler pulled back, yet only briefly. The
German-Polish war scheduled for 26 August was delayed until 1 September.

Conclusion

On 3 September 1939, Britain and France declared war. Hitler got his war, but it
was not the localized war against the vulnerable Poles that he said he wanted. War
against Britain and France came too soon for the completion of Nazi Germany’s
massive arms programmes. Autarky, huge war industries and a fleet fit to defeat
Britain were at least five to six years away. Hitler and his commanders would now
have to improvise. So too would their opponents. As British and French planners
had made clear a year earlier in the Czech crisis, there was little that they could
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do to help the Poles. Germany would first have to be defeated in a long and
grinding struggle. From the outset, in fact, the Anglo-French guarantees to Poland
had a more symbolic than strategic significance. The guarantees signalled their
determination to resist a Nazi bid for world mastery. To have abandoned the Poles
would have meant forfeiting their rank as Great Powers, accepting the destruction
of the existing system and the ushering in of a new world order based on the
predatory principle of might makes right. True enough, Britain and France
benefited disproportionately from the post-1919 distribution of world power,
wealth and overseas territory. It was in their national interests to fight rather
than watch the status quo crumble. Yet the conflict of the 1930s was always more
about the essential rules and values of international politics than the distribution
of material strength. The Anglo-French appeasement of Hitler's Germany until
1938 and the determination to fight Nazism in 1939 arose from the same set of
national values and outlooks on international affairs. Once Hitler secured power
in Germany, European war was only a matter of time.

Debating ideology and foreign policy in the 1930s

Many of the debates associated with the origins of the Second World War in Europe
revolve around the complicated relationship between ideology and foreign policy.
Obviously, it is impossible to make any sense of the diplomacy of Germany, Russia
and Italy without some reference to ideology, but the real question is: to what degree
were Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini and their advisers driven by the doctrines of Nazism,
communism and Fascism? Was ideology really the principal driving force behind
policy? Or did these statesmen often break free from their doctrines in order to play
the ‘perpetual’ game of power politics with greater tactical freedom?

For instance, the British historian A. J. P. Taylor in his The Origins of the Second World
War (London, 1961) sparked a bitter debate by describing Hitler as the ‘supreme
opportunist’in diplomacy. Hitler was a typical German statesman, Taylor argued, who
sought to make the Reich dominant in Europe through the accumulation of power.
As Taylor had intended, his dismissal of Hitler’s beliefs as mere rhetoric designed to
whip up popular sentiment at home shocked many historians. However, Taylor’s
challenge meant that his critics were forced to reconcile Hitler’s remarkably
consistent and often-stated views about race and living space with the fact that he
did not have a fixed timetable for the completion of his programme.

The debate about the role of ideology is not restricted to the policies of the
revisionists. Although Britain, the United States and France did not espouse
monolithic, all-embracing ideologies, there is also no doubt that statesmen such as
Chamberlain, Roosevelt and Daladier were in part guided by the essentials of liberal
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democracy as well as national values and identities. Indeed, some historians have
argued that anti-Bolshevism in the West played a decisive role in blocking the
formation of an anti-Hitler coalition between France, Britain and the Soviet Union.
French and British statesmen were so blinded by their hatred and suspicion of the
Soviet Union, according to this argument, that they failed to pursue the ‘realistic’
course of aligning themselves with Stalin against Hitler before it was too late.

Students should pay careful attention to the way in which arguments about ideology
are framed. Normally, key personalities are categorized in one of two ways. First, there
are the ideologues, who cannot grasp the dictates of balance-of-power politics
because they cannot throw off their ideological blinkers. Second, there are the so-
called realists, who transcend ideology and see the ‘eternal’ truths of power politics.
So, for example, some argue that ‘realists’ such as Stalin and Churchill called for an
alliance against Nazi Germany because they were not unduly influenced by their
aversion to either capitalism or communism, while Chamberlain and Daladier could
not overcome their hostility to communism and thus refused to consider an anti-
German alliance with Russia. Here, the tacit assumptions are that there are ‘eternal’
truths about international politics and that human beings are capable of escaping
their own world-views. Both of these assumptions, though widely shared by historians,
are questionable.

Recommended reading

There are many very good general surveys of the 1930s, but the best two are Philip
Bell's The Origins of the Second World War in Europe, 3rd edn (London, 2007) and
Richard Overy’s The Road to War (London, 1989). There are also some excellent
essay collections: Gordon Martel (ed.), The Origins of the Second World War
Reconsidered (London, 1992) focuses on the A. J. P. Taylor controversy, while
Joseph A. Maiolo and Robert Boyce (eds), The Origins of World War Two: The
Debate Continues (Basingstoke, 2003) deals with all the key Powers as well as
major themes such as economics, intelligence and arms.

On the dual economic and political crisis, see Robert Boyce, “World War,
World Depression: Some Economic Origins of the Second World War’, in Robert
Boyce and Esmonde M. Robertson (eds), Paths to War (Basingstoke, 1989), and
for a more general survey of the Depression in Europe, Patricia Clavin, The Grear
Depression in Europe, 1929-39 (Basingstoke, 2000).

For students, the most useful general studies of the origins and collapse of the
Weimar Republic are Eberhard Kolb, The Weimar Republic (London, 1988) and
Detlev J. K. Peukert, The Weimar Republic (London, 1991). On Chancellor
Briining, see William L. Patch, Heinrich Briining and the Dissolution of the Weimar
Republic (Cambridge, 1998). For a fascinating and well-written book that restores
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much of the contingency to the advent of the Nazi regime in Germany, see Henry
Ashby Turner’s Hitler’s Thirty Days to Power (London, 1996).

The best study of German foreign policy remains Gerhard L. Weinberg’s 7he
Foreign Policy of Hitlers Germany, vol. 1: Diplomatic Revolution in Europe, 1933-36
and vol. II: Szarting World War 11, 1937-37 (Chicago, 1970 and 1980). Plenty of
useful insights into the making of German foreign policy can be found in Adam
Tooze’s The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy
(London, 2006). For a comparative study of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, and
one that particularly focuses on the relationship between internal revolution and
foreign expansion, see MacGregor Knox, Common Destiny: Dictatorship, Foreign
Policy and War in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany (Cambridge, 2000). On Italy,
see also Knox’s Hitler’s Italian Ally (Cambridge, 2000).

There are several accessible and comprehensive studies of French foreign and
defence policy. Anthony Adamthwaite, Grandeur and Misery: Frances Bid for
Power in Europe, 1914—1940 (London, 1995) is highly critical of French states-
manship and statecraft. Robert ]. Young provides a concise account in his France
and the Origins of the Second World War (New York, 1996), which sympathetically
explores the ambiguities and uncertainties of French policy in the 1930s. There
are two other more detailed studies of France that students can read with enor-
mous profit: Martin Alexander, The Republic in Danger: General Maurice Gamelin
and the Politics of French Defence, 1933—40 (New York, 1992) and Peter Jackson,
France and the Nazi Menace: Intelligence and Policy-Making 1933-39 (Oxford,
2000).

On British appeasement policy and the origins of the war, an excellent starting
point is R. A. C. Parker’s Chamberlain and Appeasement: British Policy and the
Coming of the Second World War (Basingstoke, 1993), which should be read in
tandem with David Dutton’s Neville Chamberiain (London, 2001). On deter-
rence, economic appeasement and naval issues, see Gaines Post Jr, Dilemmas
of Appeasement: British Deterrence and Defence, 1934—1937 (Ithaca, NY, 1993),
Callum A. MacDonald, ‘Economic Appeasement and the German “Moderates”
1937-1939’, Past and Present (1972), vol. 56, pp. 105-35, Joseph A. Maiolo, 7he
Royal Navy and Nazi Germany: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of
the Second World War (Basingstoke, 1998) and Scott Newton, Profits of Peace: The
Political Economy of Anglo-German Appeasement (Oxford, 1996).

On the policy of the Roosevelt administration, see Robert Dallek’s classic,
Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy 1932—1945 (Oxford, 1979) and,
more recently, David Reynolds, From Munich to Pearl Harbor: Roosevelts America
and the Origins of the Second World War (Chicago, 2001). On the troubled Anglo-
American relationship, students should read David Reynolds, The Creation of the
Anglo-American Alliance 1937-1941: A Study in Competitive Co-operation (London,
1981) and Callum MacDonald, 7he United States, Britain and Appeasement
1936-1939 (London, 1981).

Scholars await a history of Soviet foreign policy in the 1930s that exploits the
newly available sources and matches the detail of Weinberg’s study of German
policy. By far the best book so far is Jonathan Haslam’s The Sovier Union and the
Struggle for Collective Security in Europe 1933—1939 (London, 1984). Geoffrey
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Roberts, in The Soviet Union and the Origins of the Second World War (London,
1995), argues that the Soviet Union was committed to collective security. See
Haslam’s review of Roberts’s book in ‘Soviet—German Relations and the Origins
of the Second World War: The Jury is Still Out’, Journal of Modern History (1997),
vol. 69, pp. 785-97. For an exploration of the influence of Bolshevik ideology and
total war on Soviet policy formation, see Silvio Pons, Stalin and the Inevitable War:
Origins of the Total Security State in the USSR and the Outbreak of World War 11 in
Europe (London, 2002). James Harris provides the most systematic and archive-
based analysis of Stalin’s perceptions of the outside world in ‘Encircled by
Enemies: Stalin’s Perceptions of the Capitalist World, 1919-1941", The Journal of
Strategic Studies (2007), vol. 30, pp. 513-45.

The richest and most readable survey of the period from Munich to the
outbreak of war is Donald Cameron Watt's How War Came: The Immediate Origins
of the Second World War, 1938-39 (London, 1989). On Eastern Europe and the
war, students can now turn to Anita J. Prazmowska’s Eastern Europe and the Origins
of the Second World War (Basingstoke, 2000). Finally, there is now an excellent
and wide-ranging collection of essays on Munich by Igor Lukes and Erik
Goldstein (eds), The Munich Crisis, 1938: Prelude to World War II (London, 1999).
The essays by Richard Overy on Germany, Martin Thomas on France and Igor
Lukes on Czechoslovakia are of particular value.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Second World War,
1940-45

Introduction

Hitler’s war began on 1 September 1939. At 4.45 a.m., the old German cruiser
Schleswig-Holstein shelled a small Polish army installation at Danzig known as the
Westerplatte. At the same time, the bulk of the German army, well over fifty
divisions, including five tank formations as well as eight other lightly armoured
and motorized units, began to cross the Polish frontier. The campaign was brief.
The Webrmacht, with a superior war-fighting doctrine that stressed aggressive
movement and encirclement, exploited its numerical advantages in numbers of
men, tanks and aircraft to break through the Polish defences. On 17 September
the Red Army joined in by occupying eastern Poland. Warsaw fell to the German
army ten days later.

Over the next twenty-one months the war expanded, combining the conflicts
of Europe and Asia. The principal driving force behind this step-by-step process
of escalating violence was relentless Nazi aggression. Between September 1939 and
December 1941, Hitler wilfully added to the number of Great Powers arrayed
against the Third Reich, but despite stunning successes on the battlefield in the
carly years of the conflict, he and his generals could not bring the European war
to a victorious conclusion. Part of the explanation for this failure lies in the fact
that Hitler’s opponents resolved to fight on even after suffering the severest of
military setbacks. This determination did not stem simply from a fear of
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Germany’s growing power, but more significantly from a widespread belief that
Nazism, fascism and Japanese militarism stood for a new form of global barbarism
that had to be stamped out before it was too late.

From European war to World War

In a speech to the Reichstag on 6 October 1939, Hitler made a vague peace
overture to the Allies, Britain and France, by offering the restoration of a rump
Polish state in exchange for peace. A few days later, the Allies rejected any talk of
a compromise peace that legitimized Nazi conquests. However, despite their
rejection of Hitler’s offer, the Allies appeared to have lictle appetite for waging war.
French troops did move forward of the Maginot Line, but only to boost Polish
morale and improve France’s defensive position. The Allies were equally reluctant
to bomb German military and industrial targets for fear of provoking retaliatory
raids against their own civilian populations. Only at sea was the war fought with
intensity. The Allies disrupted German shipping and the Germans launched
submarine attacks on Allied shipping. On 13 October 1939 a U-boat sank the

see Chaprers 3 and 7

U-boat (English abbreviation

of Unterseeboot)
A German submarine.
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appeasement

A foreign policy designed to
remove the sources of conflict
in international affairs through
negotiation. Since the
outbreak of the Second World
War, the word has taken on
the pejorative meaning of the
spineless and fruitless pursuit
of peace through concessions
to aggressors. In the 1930s,
most British and French
officials saw appeasement as a
twin-track policy designed to
remove the causes of conflict
with Germany and Italy, while
at the same time allowing for
the buildup of sufficient
military and financial power to
bargain with the dictators
from a position of strength.
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British battleship Royal Oak at Scapa Flow in northern Scotland. Two months
later, after a series of dramatic running battles, British cruisers forced the crew of
the Admiral Graf Spee to scuttle their pocket battleship off Montevideo harbour.

The American newspapers aptly dubbed this period of relative lethargy the
‘Phoney War'. Critics of Allied strategy at the time, and ever since, saw the
‘Phoney War’ as an extension of pre-war policies of ‘appeasement’, arguing that
Prime Minister Chamberlain and Premier Edouard Daladier never truly intended
to fight the war with vigour because the ‘appeasers’ still held out some hope of a
last-minute deal with Hitler. This critique rests on the mistaken notion that there
was some short-cut to victory. However, as pre-war French and British planners
foresaw, the only way to defeat Nazi Germany was first to absorb its initial attack,
then to sap its strength through economic warfare, and, finally, once over-
whelming strength had been accumulated by the Allies, to defeat Germany with
an all-out final offensive.

Fighting a long war made strategic sense. However, there were political
complications associated with it. Public opinion in France and Britain was now
spoiling for a fight against ‘Hitlerism’, but instead, the electorates had to stomach
the loss of Poland without any compensating gain. Upbeat newsreel reports about
the impenetrability of the Maginot Line or the expanding size of the British army
did little to quell apprehension about ultimate victory, especially as Stalin appeared
to be supporting Hitler. Germany could count on Russia as a secure source of raw
materials to circumvent the Allied naval blockade. Not only had the Red Army
invaded Poland, but in November 1939 Russia also launched an unprovoked
attack on Finland. In 1940, some in the Allied camp favoured assisting the Finns
and drawing Russia into the fray. The French proposed bombing Russia’s oilfields
in the Caucasus to block part of the Reich’s fuel supply. A foray into the Balkans
to draw German divisions away from the western front was likewise proposed.
The mushrooming of these perilous schemes for a quick victory reflected unease
at the top, especially in Paris, about a long war. In fact, in terms of heavy
armaments, the Allies were taking the lead over their foe. By May 1940, the
Western forces, including those of neutral Holland and Belgium, could muster
152 divisions to oppose Germany’s 135. The Allies had twice as many field guns
as the Germans. France alone fielded 3,254 tanks to Germany’s 2,439, including
some of the world’s finest. Only in the air did the Germans have a numerical edge,
but even this steadily diminished as French and British aircraft production
outpaced that of Germany, and contracts for modern American fighter planes were
fulfilled.

On 21 March 1940 mounting political pressure in the Allied camp to do
something claimed its first victim: Daladier was replaced by Paul Reynaud, his
supposedly more dynamic finance minister. Ironically, Daladier had become an
early enthusiast for an attack in northern Europe. Some decision-makers on both
sides of the Channel looked to intervention in Scandinavia for decisive results.
The key was Germany’s dependence on Swedish iron ore. If ore shipments could
be stopped, so experts believed, then Hitler’s resource-starved war industries
would soon grind to a halt. Since Sweden’s ports were locked in ice most of the
year, the iron ore had to be transported north by railway first to the Norwegian
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all-weather port of Narvik, and then shipped southward along the Norwegian
coast to Germany. For the Western Powers, the complicating factor was that they
could not openly flout Norway’s neutrality. The Anglo-French Supreme War
Council agreed on a plan to mine Norway’s territorial waters to force German
shipping out to the open seas, where the Royal Navy could intercept it. The hope
was that the mining operation would force the Germans to invade Scandinavia.
In turn, the German invasion would trigger the swift dispatch of an Anglo-French
land force to secure Narvik, thus denying the German war economy a reliable
supply of ore. The snag in this scheme was that the Fiihrer had also become
concerned about the security of Germany’s prime source of iron ore and,
unbeknown to Allied intelligence, had ordered his own invasion plan into motion
days before the British could lay their naval mines.

On 9 April, the first day of the German attack, Denmark fell. Norway proved
a much harder nut to crack. Norwegian fortress gunners sank the Blicher in the
Oslo fjord before the German cruiser could land troops tasked to detain King
Haakon VII. The Allies rushed troops across the North Sea and tried to assist the
Norwegian defence, but German air power and numbers prevailed by early June.
Norway cost the Wehrmacht more than 5,000 men, 200 aircraft and much of the
surface fleet. In exchange, the Reich’s northern flank was secured, and the
Norwegian coast provided excellent bases for German air and sea forces to attack
British shipping in the North Sea and the North Adlantic. The Norwegian debacle
also accounted for the loss of more than 4,000 British servicemen. As a result,
Chamberlain and his war cabinet were subjected to scorn and derision in
parliament, and although the prime minister still commanded a majority in the
House of Commons, he decided to resign. On 10 May, the first lord of the
Admiralty, Winston Churchill, replaced him. Pugnacious, impulsive and elo-
quent, Chamberlain’s successor benefited from a largely undeserved reputation as
a pre-war advocate of coherent alternatives to appeasement. Yet, with an
experience of war that spanned combat in the Boer War to ministerial rank in the
First World War, Churchill’s time had indeed arrived. His first weeks proved to
be the most testing of his entire career.

On 10 May, the German western offensive began with air, airborne and
armoured attacks into Holland, Belgium and France. Six weeks later France sued
for peace. How can this triumph be explained? Scholars usually point to the
German doctrine for the aggressive use of tanks in co-operation with dive-
bombers and motorized infantry, what the Allies called Blitzkrieg. To be sure, the
German army was unrivalled in operational finesse, yet France was not Poland.
The German high command expected a long war in the west, and set industrial
priorities for defensive weapons and entrenching equipment which reflected this
expectation. The first German war plan called for a thrust into neutral Belgium
and Luxembourg to outflank the Maginot Line and to lay siege to France. The
plan changed from this rerun of the Schlieffen Plan to the now famous ‘sickle
cut’ through the Ardennes Forest because of good intelligence and a large dose of
desperation. Over the winter of 1939-40, Hitler repeatedly demanded an
immediate attack in the west. His generals, convinced that an attack would fail
unless they had time to accumulate greater strength, were equally certain that time

Schlieffen Plan

The German pre-1914 plan
for a pre-emptive military
offensive against France,
which would involve troops
passing through neutral
Belgium. It is named after the
German army chief of staff,

General Alfred von Schlieffen.
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was working against them, as Allied armaments and resources were growing faster
than those of the Reich. Although few thought the ‘sickle cut’ would succeed, the
gamble appealed to both Hitler and his top commanders because German
intelligence officials confidently predicted that the bulk of the Allied armoured
divisions would race into the Low Countries as soon as the German offensive
opened. This was indeed General Maurice Gamelin’s intention. The French
supreme Allied commander planned to reinforce Belgium and Holland and thus
block what he expected to be the German army’s principal line of advance.
Tragically, therefore, when the Wehrmacht struck on 10-11 May, the finest French
and British divisions rushed headlong into a German trap.

As the French realized that metropolitan France was lost, Reynaud proposed
fighting from abroad with the forces of the empire and navy, but Marshal Philippe
Pétain and General Maxime Weygand, both of whom were appointed to positions
of authority to stiffen French resistance, argued that the war was lost. France had
to adapt to the German reshaping of Europe. For many French and Europeans,
May—June 1940 did not simply herald the demise of the Third Republic; it also
appeared to do the same for the values of liberty, fraternity and equality — the
principles of the 1789 French Revolution. This wider meaning was not lost on
Pétain and Weygand, who saw no shame in turning defeat into a witch-hunt
against socialists, communists and Jews, and relished the opportunity to execute
a French national revival based on order, authority and the nation in collaboration
with Nazism. General Pétain, who replaced Reynaud as head of government on
17 June, signed the armistice with Hitler six days later and, on 1 July, founded a
new French government, named Vichy after the small spa town where it was
formed. Hider set limitations on the size of the French army, imposed astro-
nomical reparations and forced Vichy to agree to the German occupation of
northern France and its coast. Hope that the Vichy regime might restore some
French sovereignty through adherence to the Nazi New Order faded rapidly.
Hitler did not want partners, least of all French ones, on his path to Lebensraum
and World Power status.

The French defeat confronted Churchill with two problems. One was the
rescue of the British Expeditionary Force, the other was whether to sue for a
compromise peace. From 26 May to 3 June, under heavy Lufiwaffe attack, the
Royal Navy and a fleet of small civilian boats launched an improvised evacuation
from Dunkirk. The rescue of some 338,226 British and French troops was a great
success, but the British army had lost most of its heavy equipment. The question
now was: could Britain fight alone? On 25 May the chiefs of staff answered yes.
The Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force were strong enough to repel a German
invasion, and (allegedly) there were signs that Germany’s overstretched economy
was weakening under the strain of war. For the next three days, the cabinet
discussed the issue. Lord Halifax, the foreign secretary, argued that a balanced
appraisal of the situation required an indication of what terms might be expected.
Would Britain be forced to disarm? However, exploiting his position as cabinet
chairman, and convinced that Britain could and should fight to either total victory
or defeat, Churchill obstructed a dispassionate analysis of the pros and cons of
negotiated peace, and rejected a ‘parley’ with Hiter as the slippery slope to
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surrender. In Clausewitz’s famous dictum, war is an extension of politics, and in
wartime passion reigns over reason. In May 1940, Churchill believed that the
British people were determined to fight, come what may. Most shared his belief
that everything depended on American intervention. Many in the political elite,
who had always despised the French alliance, were almost jubilant at the prospect
of replacing France with the United States. In the meantime, Britain would have
to repulse German air and sea attacks alone. On 3 July 1940, to prevent the
Germans from seizing French warships, the Royal Navy attacked the French fleet
anchored at its Algerian base of Mers el-Kebir.

The events of May—June 1940 had profound repercussions, especially for those
states not yet engaged in the conflict. The sudden shift in the European military
situation opened an opportunity for Mussolini. In April 1939 Italy had invaded
Albania (a weak state long dominated by Rome) and in May had signed the Pact
of Steel with Germany. However, Italy did not stand beside its northern partner
in September 1939. Objections from the crown as well as strategic considerations
determined the decision, for many officials argued that an early war against France
and Britain would spell disaster. ‘Non-belligerence’ was a bitter pill for the Duce
to swallow, for his policy programme and the authority of his regime were pre-
mised on military expansion and the warrior ethic. Thus when in 1940 the
German battlefield victories pushed aside the mazériel and domestic political
obstacles to intervention, he decided to enter the fray. On 10 June 1940 Rome
declared war on Paris and London. Ten days later the Italian army launched a
poorly executed offensive into the French Alps. In his sudden bid for spazio vizale,
Benito Mussolini spilled blood just in time to qualify for Italy’s own armistice with
the hapless French.

Hitler’s triumph and Mussolini’s intervention shattered Roosevelt’s post-
Munich policy. The Czech crisis had convinced the president and his advisers that
they needed to contain the European dictators by supplying the Allies with arms
and promoting the buildup of American air power. ‘Had we had [in September
1938] 5,000 planes and the capacity to immediately produce 10,000 per year,
even though I might have had to ask Congress for authority to sell or lend them
to the countries of Europe,” Roosevelt said, ‘Hitler would not have dared to take
the stand he did.” Although more slowly than in Britain and France, American
opinion also began in 1939 to shift against Nazi Germany. In this new political
climate, Congress passed an amended Neutrality Act which permitted sales of
American-made arms to belligerents on a ‘cash and carry’ basis. Since the British
and French navies controlled the Adantic, this policy favoured the Allies. While
all of this was good news for London and Paris, in no way did it signal an
American intention to enter the war. However, the French catastrophe, the British
decision to fight alone and what appeared to be well co-ordinated Axis aggression
in 1940-41 confronted the Americans with a stark choice: they could either
convert the Americas into a fortress of isolation or take up arms and lead the anti-
Axis coalition. As Roosevelt stated in late 1940, the United States would not live
‘at the point of a gun’. To survive in an Axis world, he added, ‘we would have to
convert ourselves permanently into a militaristic power on the basis of war
economy . The first choice, which meant an end to the American way of life, was
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no choice at all. Therefore, in response to the escalating Axis threat, President
Roosevelt authorized a gigantic American arms programme and searched for ways
to keep the British fighting. In September 1940 the British agreed to lease bases
in Bermuda and Newfoundland to the Americans for hemispheric security, and
in exchange acquired fifty old American destroyers to escort Atlantic convoys.
That same month, Japan, Italy and Germany signed the Tripartite Pact in an
effort to deter Washington from entering the European war or interfering in
Japan’s southward advance, but this move quickly backfired. The United States
refused to be deterred, and saw the Tripartite Pact as symbolic of the moral
distinction between the two emerging coalitions: one dedicated to peace and
liberty, the other to war and slavery. By March 1941, under Lend-Lease, the
United States had saved Britain from bankruptcy and capitulation, while the US
navy’s Atlantic fleet began to engage in an undeclared war against German U-
boats.

For Russia, May—June 1940 was a disaster. The Soviets had reckoned that the
war in the west would become a prolonged deadlock, and that while the capitalists
exhausted themselves, Russia would have ample time to grow stronger. Indeed,
the ineffectual performance of the Red Army in the Finnish War underscored the
urgent need for thorough military reform. Once France caved in, though, the
Soviets faced the all-conquering Wehrmacht alone on the European continent. In
response, Stalin turned to economic appeasement combined with unflinch-
ing territorial expansion. Convinced that Hitder would not move eastwards
while Britain remained dangerous, and while Russia provided the resources
Germany needed to finish Britain off, Stalin and Molotov agreed that they should
display no weakness. This, after all, had been the chief lesson of Soviet relations
with Japan. In 1939, when the Kwantung Army provoked fighting along the
Manchurian—Mongolian frontier, Stalin, well aware from espionage that Tokyo
did not desire war, ordered that the Japanese be given a bloody nose. Afterwards,
relations improved.

The result was that in late 1940 and 1941 tensions with Berlin rose as Russia
tightened its grip on Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, demanded Bessarabia and
Bukovina from Romania, and attempted to dominate Bulgaria. Hitler decided to
attack the Soviet Union long before Molotov asserted Soviet rights, yet the latter’s
hard-nosed bargaining reinforced the Fiihrer’s fixation with the east. The Germans
responded by wooing the Finns, signing up Hungary, Romania (a vital source of
oil for the German war machine) and Slovakia to the Anti-Comintern Pact, and
marshalling the bulk of the Wehrmacht into Eastern Europe for a knockout blow
against Moscow. In reply, Stalin ordered that nothing should be done by way
of military preparations that could be interpreted as provocative. The Soviet
leader was convinced that ‘hawks’ in Berlin were trying to provoke him into some
precipitous action, which would turn Hitler against him. British warnings of a
German war plan were likewise dismissed as provocations designed to bring Russia
into the conflict, especially after Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, crash-landed a plane
in Scotland in a bizarre bid to end the Anglo-German war. Although Russian
intelligence and the Soviet ambassador in Berlin repeatedly warned of what was
coming, the German attack on 22 June 1941 came as a surprise to Stalin.
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In 1940-41, Hitler’s choices had a far-reaching impact. His attack on Russia
hardened American attitudes, especially towards Japan. It also initiated in Tokyo
the debate that ended with Japan’s decision to fight. It is worth remembering
that war with Russia was not the only course open to Hitler. For instance, prepara-
tions for Operation Sea Lion, the invasion of England, began in July 1940.
Air superiority over southern England, however, was a crucial prerequisite to
Sea Lion. Field Marshal Géring promised that the Luffwaffe could achieve this,
but the Royal Air Force proved a remarkably resilient foe. Even so, there were
other compelling reasons for steering clear of a seaborne invasion of England. The
Royal Navy had a crushing superiority in big warships. Much of the German
surface fleet had been sunk or damaged in the Norwegian campaign. Many
historians doubt that Hitler ever had any intention of carrying through with
Operation Sea Lion and believe that the invasion preparations were only meant
to intimidate the British. Moreover, even when Admiral Erich Raeder, the
head of the German navy, proposed an alternative route to Britain’s downfall,
the Mediterranean, Hitler was not convinced. For him, southern Europe was
always a minor theatre. Moreover, the capture of Gibraltar and the use of the
French fleet would require co-operation with Vichy and Spain. Hitler had
no desire to make General Pétain an ally, and, despite Spain’s adherence to the
Anti-Comintern Pact in March 1939, and General Franco’s frequent declarations
of wholehearted sympathy with the Axis cause, the Spanish dictator kept Spain
out of the war.

Ribbentrop suggested an alliance with Russia as another way to crush Britain
and counteract American interference. It was not a preposterous idea. Japan was
courting Russia, and signed a neutrality pact with Moscow in April 1941. As allies,
Germany, Russia and Japan would add up to an invincible Eurasian bloc. Yet
Hitler made up his mind in late July 1940. From the inception of his ideological
programme, Hitler looked to the creation of a vast autarkic Nazi empire and the
consummation of his race revolution inside Germany through the conquest of
Lebensraum in the east. On 31 July, he ordered the Wehrmacht to be ready by the
spring of 1941 for Operation Barbarossa, the ‘destruction’ of the Soviet Union.
Hitler’s motives have been hotly debated. At the time, he justified his decision on
strategic grounds. “With Russia smashed,” he told his commanders, ‘Britain’s last
hope will be shattered.” He later argued that war against Russia was a pre-emptive
strike timed to knock Russia out before the Red Army became too strong. Indeed,
it may be that the Soviet posture of asserting their territorial claims while
supplying Hitler with the resources to wage war in the west appeared to be a long-
term stratagem designed to lure him into a false sense of security while Soviet
strength grew. While these explanations are plausible, the fundamental reason for
Hitler’s choice can be seen in the nature of his savage war in the east. Far from
attacking out of fear of the Bolshevik giant, Hitler and his generals boasted that
the Red Army would be crushed in a few weeks. Hitler ordered that the conduct
of this campaign should be radically different from that of the west. Provision for
the execution of Soviet commissars and systematic murder of Jews was made.
Instead of exploiting long pent-up hatred of the Stalinist system or Ukrainian
nationalism to the Wehrmachr's advantage, the Germans arrived in the east as an
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all-conquering master race with economic and resettlement plans that pre-
supposed the enslavement and death of millions.

The final step on the road to global war was Hitler’s (and Mussolini’s)
declaration of war on the United States on 11 December 1941. This arose in part
out of the parallel crisis in the Pacific that had been developing since the summer
of 1940, which came to its conclusion in December 1941 when the Japanese took
the decision to go to war against the United States, Britain and the Dutch East
Indies. For Hitler, the outbreak of war in the Pacific provided an opportunity to
take the offensive in the Adlantic. For months, the German navy had been urging
Hitler to declare war on the United States so that they could unleash U-boats
against vulnerable American merchant ships. The US navy, in any case, was
already fighting an undeclared anti-submarine war against them. For Hitler, who
had always ridiculed the war-making potential of the United States, this reason
was as good as any to bring forward the final showdown.

The Axis at war

For the Axis, the way to win any one war was to start another. In 1941, this
escalatory approach seemed to pay. Unable to end the war in the west, Hitler
ordered Barbarossa in the east. Germany won great victories in the first six
months. Russia lost a staggering 3,138,000 fighting men killed, captured or
missing, as well as 20,000 tanks, 100,000 guns and 10,000 aircraft. Unable to
defeat China, Japan launched the Pacific War with an attack on Pearl Harbor. On
7 December, Japanese carrier-based aircraft sank six American battleships, badly
damaged two other battleships, wrecked 292 warplanes and inflicted 3,581
casualties. Two days later, with equal efficiency, Japanese aircraft sank the British
warships Prince of Wales and Repulse and started a lightning campaign to occupy
the British colony of Malaya that ended on 15 February 1942 with the capture of
the naval base at Singapore.

Barbarossa and Pearl Harbor were the Axis high points. German tank crews
and Japanese aviators were invincible. However, signs appeared even at this stage
that the Axis advance had begun to falter. The Red Army stopped the Wehrmachr
in front of Moscow. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, who had led the attack on Pearl
Harbor, knew that his nation could not win a long war against the United States.
“We can run wild for six months or a year,” he said, ‘buc after that I have utterly
no confidence.” He was right. Instead of breaking Washington’s will to reverse the
Japanese conquest, the Americans resolved to crush Japan. The turning point
arrived in early June 1942. In the seas around the American island base of Midway,
US navy aircraft carriers attained a decisive victory over the Japanese. At the
battle’s end, four Japanese aircraft carriers, with their magnificently trained sailors,
aircraft mechanics and pilots, were lost. Midway also cost the Americans a carrier,
but more of these key vessels than Japan would ever build were already on order
from American shipyards. The turning point in the German—Russian war arrived
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in November 1942 when six Soviet armies broke through ill-prepared Romanian
forces on the flanks of the German Sixth Army, which was besieging Stalingrad.
This ruined city on the lower Volga was a compelling symbol: Hitler, who had
promised the city’s capture, ruled out a retreat; Stalin knew that the city bearing
his name could not fall. In a few weeks, General Zhukov demonstrated that the
Red Army too had mastered the art of manoeuvring massed tanks to encircle
enemies. The German Sixth Army was surrounded and starved. On 31 January
1943, General Friedrich Paulus, the German commander, and 200,000 of his men
surrendered.

After these two defeats — Midway and Stalingrad — the war efforts of Japan
and Germany never recovered. Axis fighting power eroded while that of the Allies
rapidly grew. Winning the war for the Allies was a hard slog fought at tremendous
cost against often fanatical yet poorly equipped and supplied defenders. Why
did the course of the war turn? One clue lies in the pre-war policies of the
Axis Powers: Germany, Italy and Japan had all worked to achieve autarky and
to build the industrial base to wage total war, but the target dates for the comple-
tion of their ‘armaments in-depth’ programmes were all well into the 1940s.
Economies preparing for a long war could not be converted overnight to adjust
to the sudden burst of output needed to win a short war. The Axis Powers could
not therefore maximize their striking power in the early years of the conflict, when
victory through knockout blows seemed possible.

Half-completed armaments factories and synthetic oil plants alone do not
explain the Axis’s loss of momentum. Poor organization and misguided policies
also played a part. Germany, the only Axis state that could have competed
economically with the United States and the Soviet Union, was the most telling
case. The image of a thoroughly militarized, command economy was largely a pre-
war Nazi facade. Indeed, the Reich did not make the most of its productive poten-
tial because of wartime mismanagement. Excessive layers of bureaucracy, myriad
independent agencies working at cross-purposes, not to mention incompetence
at the top, all combined to generate economic chaos. Output lagged and long
manufacturing runs were interrupted by the military’s self-defeating quest for the
perfect design and an aversion to the American’ practice of mass production.
Astonishingly, up to 1943, Britain’s much smaller yet more efficient economy
churned out more arms in almost every category than Germany’s did. The
situation improved after 1942, when Hitler appointed Albert Speer, his favourite
architect, as the minister for armaments. By 1944, with mass production under-
way and resources rationally allocated, arms manufacture had trebled. Yet, with
the Allies closing on the Reich from the west and east, Speer’s production miracle
arrived too late.

In 1941, Japanese ministers knew that they could never equal the industrial
might of their new foes. Once the gamble of a short war backfired, defeat was only
a question of time. The unending war in China proved to be the largest drain on
manpower and matériel. Though Japanese forces controlled large parts of China
and South-East Asia, these resource-rich regions lacked the infrastructure and
industrial development that would enable them to be systematically exploited for
Japan’s war effort. Moreover, Tokyo was too reliant on the seaborne supply of raw

see Chapter 7
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Map 8.2 Japanese expansion in Asia, 1940-42
Source: After Nye (1993)

materials. Once the balance at sea turned against Tokyo, Japanese shipping
suffered relentless attrition from American submarines. In 1943-44, Prime
Minister T6j6 and his ministers instituted last-ditch measures to raise aircraft
production at the expense of all other sectors of the economy. Output doubled,
but it was too late to do anything except prolong the agony. Too few skilled pilots
were available to do more than organize suicidal kamikaze attacks on advancing
American warships, while American B-29 bombers systematically fire-bombed
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Japan’s large urban centres. In defence of the home islands, everyone expected that
Japanese soldiers would die fighting rather than surrender. For that reason,
Washington did not relish thoughts of an invasion; seizing the vital islands of
Saipan, Iwo Jima and Okinawa from zealous Japanese defenders had, after all,
already cost tens of thousands of American lives. In Washington, some argued that
a promise to leave the emperor on his throne would promptly end the war, but
no such pledge was possible as it would have contravened the Allied doctrine of
demanding unconditional surrender. Instead, the war in the Pacific was settled
with the use of atomic bombs. On 6 and 8 August, two atomic bombs destroyed
the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. After Hiroshima, Tokyo remained silent.
After Nagasaki and the almost simultaneous entry of the Soviet Union into the
war, the emperor called for peace and the Pacific War came to an end on 15
August.

Italy’s military performance was briefer and far less tenacious than that of Japan.
As Mussolini’s officials had warned, a premature European war did spell disaster.
Yet in the predatory climate of 1940—41, the expansionist zeal was irresistible. As
the Duce explained, Italians ‘seek to break the territorial and military chains that
suffocate us in our sea. Operationally, however, the task was well beyond Rome’s
reach. Italian troops who had attacked Egypt in September 1940 were three
months later forced by the British to retreat back into Libya. In October, Italy’s
unprovoked aggression against Greece was repelled. In November 1940, British
carrier-launched aircraft sank three battleships in harbour. The economy
underperformed: chronic scarcities of resources and technical backwardness were
reinforced by poor organization. In 1941-42, the aviation industry turned out
far fewer warplanes than ordered. Instead of propelling forward the Fascist
revolution, Italians resisted full mobilization. Defeat exposed how shallow the
roots of the regime really were. In July—August 1943, intense Allied air attacks
and landings in Sicily initiated the collapse of the Italian economy as well as
Rome’s defection from the Axis. Mussolini was arrested, while his military chief,
Marshal Pietro Badoglio, negotiated in secret with the Allies for an armistice.
Pre-emptively, Hitler ordered the Wehrmacht to secure northern Italy while
his paratroops rescued the Duce. Meanwhile, Anglo-American armies landed in
the south. Italy thus ended the war as a secondary battleground for the major
combatants.

Fascist Italy’s brief war underscores another reason why the Axis failed: there
was no co-ordination in Axis strategy. Given the predatory norms of their shared
view of world affairs, it is not surprising that each partner fought a separate war,
and gave the other little notice before touching off another conflict. Hitler
provoked the European war before Rome was ready. In starting his ‘parallel’” war,
Mussolini was eager to secure gains in North Africa and the Balkans without
Germany. At their meeting in October 1940, the Duce did not tell the Fiihrer of
his designs on Greece, while Hitler was silent about Russia. Days later, the German
move into Romania ahead of Operation Barbarossa reinforced Mussolini’s anxiety
about Germany’s domination of the Balkans, and confirmed his decision to attack
Greece. In 1941, to prop up his Italian ally, Hitler sent forces to Libya to push the
British back into Egypt and diverted divisions gathering for Barbarossa to roll into
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Yugoslavia and Greece. While Hitler’s personal admiration for Mussolini remained
unshaken, Germany’s treatment of Italians as unworthy vassals became much
more pronounced. After Italy’s surrender, the Germans took savage revenge in the
north and exploited Italian labour and wealth for their war economy. Strategic
co-ordination was little better between Berlin and Tokyo. Hitler had shocked his
Anti-Comintern partner by signing the Nazi—Soviet Pact in 1939. Shortly after
the Japanese had signed a neutrality pact with the Soviets in April 1941, the
Germans attacked Russia. Hitler’s declaration of war on the United States was not
an act of Axis solidarity. As Gerhard Weinberg suggests, had such unity existed,
Berlin and Tokyo could have co-ordinated their wars with some success. Hitler
might have sent powerful forces to break through to advance across Egypt into
the Middle East, while the Japanese might have moved into the Indian Ocean
and linked up with the Germans. Instead, the Japanese tried to seize Midway and
later locked themselves into a long attritional battle in the Solomon Islands for
Guadalcanal, while the Germans plunged deeper into Russia.

What part did values play? Were the Axis Powers, especially Germany, doomed
because they stood for evil causes and fought like criminals? Perhaps there was
something to Hitler’s cynical formula: ‘Once we have won, who is going to
question our methods?” Alternatively, while values were not alone decisive, the
ethical war shaped the final outcome. Certainly propagandists in Berlin, Tokyo
and Rome thought it would do so, and worked to portray the struggle as a just
cause, fought defensively against immoral foes who craved to wipe out their
enemies. While the Axis legions were unstoppable, this case was simple to make.
Once the bombs began to fall and reversals at the front could no longer be kept
quiet, civilian morale flagged. The importance of morale depended on the context:
in Italy, defeat undermined support for the war; in Germany and Japan, where
public loyalty to national leaders ran deeper and was in part enforced by terror,
both states could rely on at least the resigned consent of workers and soldiers, and
often on much more. Omar Bartov argues that with the coming of the ideological
war against Soviet Russia, the Wehrmacht became Hitlers army, faithful to his
vision of Lebensraum and race war. Moreover, the army’s identification with the
Fiihrer explains why so many fought tenaciously on the long road back to Berlin.
Fear and greed won the Axis many temporary allies of opportunity, but dread of
an Axis victory also repelled neutrals and inspired resistance movements in
occupied countries. Japanese atrocities in China, Manchuria, Korea and beyond
made its pan-Asian propaganda of ‘Asia for the Asians’ ring hollow. Arguably,
Hitler’s Final Solution, the murder of six million European Jews, diverted
resources away from the front and denied the German economy millions of
potential workers. Yet a balance sheet to measure this crime is a grim and difficult
thing to draw up, and the scale of the mass murder was only fully exposed after
the war. What is certain is that these revelations confirmed what many fighting
on the Allied side had long known: that Hitler and his allies stood for an
inhumane and barbaric world order.



THE SECOND WORLD WAR

The Grand Alliance at war

No one except Adolf Hitler could have united the United States, the Soviet Union
and the British Empire for a common purpose, but even during their united
struggle against Nazism, pre-war hostilities lingered. The Americans opposed
British imperialism and protectionism. The British resented American economic
dominance and anti-imperialism. Both the Americans and the British loathed
Russian communism, and the Soviets remained wary of Anglo-American capi-
talism. Yet the ‘Grand Alliance’ — a term coined by Churchill — remained steadfast,
and out-produced and out-gunned the aggressors. The strategic cycle of the
Allied war effort followed that laid out by pre-war Anglo-French planners (albeit
with the United States in France’s place). The Allies initially absorbed furious
Axis onslaughts, then accumulated overwhelming superiority in men and wea-
pons while wearing down those of their enemy, and, finally, launched crushing
offensives.

The precondition for the Allied victory over Nazi Germany was the survival
of Britain, and even more so, of the Soviet Union. Had the British opted for
a negotiated peace, or succumbed to an invasion, the United States would have
retreated behind the walls of a ‘fortress America. Instead, faced with the
Lufiwaffe’s bombing ‘blitz’ of London and other cities, and the relentless menace
of prowling U-boats to its merchant shipping, the British endured, and so became
the heroic cause for American interventionism to rally behind. Once the United
States mobilized, Britain supplied the air bases, staging areas and port facilities
required for the combined bomber offensives of 1943—44 as well as the invasion
of France in June 1944. Had the Soviet Union collapsed under the pressure of the
Wehrmacht's knockout blows in the summer of 1941, then Britain would certainly
have had to sue for peace or, in the following year, yield to the full weight of the
Wehrmacht. Few in the summer of 1941, including most British and American
military and intelligence officials, gave the Red Army more than a few weeks.

Not only did Russia endure, but in the following year the Soviets began to turn
the matériel balance. In 1943, Soviet industries produced more than twice as much
steel, nearly twice as much artillery, and thousands more tanks and aircraft than
the Reich. How? Part of the answer can be found in German shortcomings,
specifically the Wehrmach?s inability to crush the Red Army, and the failure of
the German war economy to exploit its full potential. Yet the Soviet Union, and
especially the Soviet war economy, suffered blows that should have initiated
collapse. Barbarossa cost Stalin one-third of his rail network, 40 per cent of his
electrical generating capacity and three-quarters of his steel and iron supply. From
July to December 1941, however, 1,523 iron, steel and engineering plants were
dismantled and relocated to the Urals—Volga—Siberian heartland, well beyond
Hitler’s reach. Despite this disruptive exodus, Russia out-produced Germany on
a much slimmer resource base because the Soviet people sacrificed everything for
military output. The rapid decline in production for civilian consumption did not
result in a breakdown in popular morale. Coercive measures were enforced to keep
workers working, but fear alone cannot account for a willingness of millions to
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Free French Forces

General Charles de Gaulle
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however, he had become the
undisputed leader of the Free
French movement, whose
growing volunteer forces
participated in Allied military
operations in North Africa
and the Middle East. In 1944,
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toil day in, day out on meagre rations and under harsh working conditions.
Perhaps this popular Soviet groundswell of resolve sprang from sources similar to
those that kept the British fighting in 1940. Ultimately, it would have all been in
vain had Soviet managers not displayed a remarkable capacity for planning and
organization. Unlike the Germans, the Soviets dedicated resources to mass-
producing a few proven designs, including the KV-1 and T-34 tanks. Abundant
machines wielded by the revitalized Red Army turned the defensive battle at
Stalingrad into an offensive. In July 1943, at the Battle of Kursk, where Hitler
and his generals tried one last great pincer movement to blunt the Red Army
advance, General Zhukov’s armies ground down the Germans in the largest tank
battle ever, and then counter-attacked.

Before Hitler declared war on the United States, he predicted that the
Americans would take five years to organize full-scale war production. He was
wrong: in 1940, the Americans built 331 tanks and 12,804 acroplanes; in 1941,
the numbers jumped to 4,052 tanks and 26,277 planes; by 1942, the figures
skyrocketed to 24,997 and 47,826. Nothing explains the Allied victory over the
Axis better than the magnitude of American rearmament. By 1944, Americans
were cranking out 40 per cent of all the weapons produced globally, and two-
thirds of the arms fielded by the anti-Axis forces. This industrial miracle was
facilitated by the American political culture. The state did not need to conscript
industry or labour; they volunteered. Americans embraced mass production,
civilian ingenuity, healthy competition and profit. Washington issued targets,
and private industry worked out clever ways to meet ever more ambitious goals.
The slack in the American pre-war economy — a legacy of the slump — and North
America’s remoteness from the battlefronts of Europe and Asia also help to explain
the gigantism of its rearmament. For instance, at an empty field called Willow
Run near Detroit, the Ford Motor Company (which alone manufactured more
arms than Italy) built the world’s largest assembly hall in 1941 to manufacture
four-engine heavy bombers, the B-25 Liberators. The 5,450-feet long assembly
line covered 67 acres and orchestrated the fitting of 1,550,000 parts for each
B-25 bomber. By 1944 well-fed and well-paid American workers could put
together one B-25 Liberator every sixty-three minutes.

Not only did the Allies win the arms race, but they pooled resources, co-
ordinated strategy and maintained a unity of purpose better than their adversaries.
Lend-Lease was the principal means for the redistribution of surplus matériel and
resources within the alliance. Precise values are difficult to calculate, but about
$45-50 billion worth of food aid, military hardware, oil and industrial goods and
services was sent overseas. The first and largest recipient was Britain, followed by
Russia. The Free French Forces under General Charles de Gaulle and the
Nationalist Chinese under Jiang Jieshi were also major beneficiaries. How
significant was Lend-Lease? It rescued Britain from insolvency in 1941. About
one-fifth of all British arms were American in origin. Moreover, the aid from the
United States permitted Britain and Russia to focus their war industries on what
they could do for themselves best. As Stalin said in 1942, ‘Send us trucks instead
of tanks.” More than 400,000 sturdy American trucks provided the Red Army
with superior battlefield mobility over their increasingly horse- and wagon-reliant
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German foe. The Americans likewise helped the Soviets to overcome serious
shortages of food and machine tools. Even so, the influx of Lend-Lease was more
marginal to Soviet staying power than it was to that of Britain. Large quantities
of Lend-Lease goods were in fact stockpiled by Soviet officials. Nonetheless, as a
sign of the commitment to Russia’s war effort, few things compared with the safe
arrival of a convoy carrying American cargoes, escorted by Royal Navy warships,
through submarine-infested Arctic waters. Of course, we should not paint too rosy
a picture, for American aid was also a source of political friction. Washington
exploited Lend-Lease in order to compel London to agree to abandon imperial
preference after the war, and Soviet officials always viewed any interruption to the
flow of goods with a sceptical eye.

Strategy was the principal source of inter-Allied tension. For Moscow, the
priority was an early ‘second front’ to ease the burden on the Red Army. Although
America’s war had begun in the Pacific, Roosevelt prioritized the war against
Germany, the most dangerous foe, and his staff devoted the bulk of American
strength to a campaign on the European continent. Successful landings in France,
however, depended on the Red Army’s continued resistance in the east. The
spectre of a separate Nazi—Soviet peace never vanished. In May 1942, therefore,
when Molotov questioned General George Marshall about a cross-Channel
invasion of Europe during a visit to Washington, the army chief of staff; according
to the president’s wishes, replied that preparations were in hand for a ‘second front’
within the year. Few in Moscow took this promise at face value, yet it became a
sore point, especially as delays mounted. Put simply, there were too many
demands on scarce shipping to prepare for an early invasion. American forces, with
all of their heavy kit and supplies, had to be shipped to British ports, and Britain
still required large imports of food, fuel and arms to fight. The British, moreover,
who had developed a healthy respect for the German army, feared that a premature
invasion would fail and thus prolong the war. Time was needed to gain more
experience of landing operations and to develop amphibious craft. In the
meantime, Churchill and his advisers preferred a peripheral strategy of blockade,
bombing and subversion against the Nazis, while the Anglo-American forces were
used in North Africa and the Mediterranean against Italy. After the landing in
Vichy-controlled North Africa in November 1942, and the final surrender of
Italian and German troops in Tunisia in May 1943, the Americans, who never
thought that decisive results could be achieved this way, found themselves drawn
deeper into the Mediterranean. After Iraly’s defection from the Axis, the British
spoke alluringly of strategic possibilities for landings in the Balkans, but the
Americans refused to be diverted. The cross-Channel invasion of Europe was
scheduled for 1 May 1944. This target was confirmed at the Teheran Conference
in November 1943, where Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin all met for the first
time. Publicly, the Big Three affirmed their partnership in the fight against Hitler.
Behind closed doors, Stalin agreed to attack Japan once Germany fell, and to
mount an offensive on the eastern front to correspond with the Anglo-American
landings.

Despite these bitter and persistent squabbles, therefore, the Allies fought a
more co-ordinated war than the Axis. Co-operation was closest between Britain
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Plate 8.1 The ‘Big Three’, December 1943. Left to right: Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin,
US President Franklin Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill sit
together at the Teheran Conference, Persia (now Iran), during the Second World
War. (Photo: Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

and the United States. After 1941 the two governments developed an integrated
organization to wage war, from the combined chiefs of staff at the top, down to
an elaborate series of subsidiary committees for joint shipping, industry, technical
and scientific research, and intelligence. In the first phase, the Anglo-American
war emphasized naval and air power. Without command of the sea, the invasion
of France was unimaginable. From 1940, when the German navy could exploit
easy access to the Atlantic, U-boats organized in deadly ‘wolf packs” held the upper
hand, claiming a horrific toll on cargo ships and crews. Fortunately, the offensive
developed slowly enough for British, Canadian and American forces to perfect
U-boat counter-measures before the Germans could respond with their own
countervailing innovations in submarine technology. By March 1943, when the
Germans were forced to abandon the Atlantic after crippling U-boat casualties,
convoys were provided with constant close air support from land-based long-range
patrol aircraft or from short-range planes launched from escort carriers. Allied
destroyers had also become ruthlessly proficient in locating U-boats with sonar
below (or with radar above) the surface and sinking them. Information centres
on both sides of the Adantic co-ordinated the progress of convoys, aircraft and
escorts, and shared excellent intelligence on U-boat locations. In addition to
winning the long battle of the convoys, the Allies also devised more efficient ways
to transport more cargo with fewer ships. With equal ingenuity, the Americans
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mass-produced thousands of replacement merchant ships. A standard design, the
Liberty Ship, was built in prefabricated sections and then swiftly welded together
on slipways. Try as they might, the U-boats could never sink enough shipping to
starve Britain out of the war or impede the steady buildup of American ground
forces assigned to the liberation of Europe.

Before the invasion of France, the British and the Americans relied entirely on
air power to strike directly at German targets. In fact, only the Anglo-American
air forces developed the big four-engine bombers required for mass bombing. This
readiness to attempt ‘strategic’ bombing in part reflected pre-war anxieties about
a Lufiwaffe ‘knockout’ blow, and in part expressed the desire to avoid bloody land
battles by fighting quick air wars. Alchough the German ‘blitz’ of London and
other cities had shown that civilian morale was more resilient than anyone had
anticipated, and that economies were more difficult to dislocate than air theorists
had predicted, the British tried to obtain decisive results in 1940-41 with twin-
engine medium aircraft. Photographic analysis of bomb damage revealed that the
effort was ineffectual. However, bombing was Churchill’s only reply to Stalin’s
sallies that the British had no stomach for the fight.

The combined Anglo-American bomber offensive was launched by Roosevelt
and Churchill at Casablanca in January 1943. The appearance on British airfields
of large numbers of four-engine American B-17s and British Lancasters turned
the delivery of big payloads into a reality. The British, who sought to shatter
German civilian morale, bombed cities at night, while the Americans, who
believed that ‘precision’ was possible, struck industrial targets by day. Both day
and night raids were costly. By the spring of 1943, the Germans had diverted 70
per cent of their fighter force and thousands of men and anti-aircraft guns to the
west. In this way, the air war constituted a ‘second front’, but losses as high as 11
per cent per mission meant that the bomber offensive could not be sustained. The
battle turned in late 1943, however, when the Allies focused their air power on
the destruction of the Luffwafe. British and American bomber fleets targeted the
German aviation industry, while American-made fighters, equipped with
disposable fuel tanks for extended range, escorted the bombers deep into the
Reich. Not only did the long-range escorts offer constant protection, and thereby
quickly reduced loss rates, but they also shot down attacking fighters, which began
to appear in ever smaller numbers. By June 1944, therefore, when American,
British and Canadian soldiers stormed the Normandy beaches, the Luftwaffe had
been eliminated as a serious menace, while Allied aircraft pounded German troops
at will. Although the fire-storms in Germany’s cities did not break morale, Albert
Speer observed that the Allied bombs stunted munitions production, ate up scarce
labour and accelerated the collapse of the German war economy in 1944-45.

Besides strategic bombing, Britain and the United States also secured a
tremendous lead in the collection, analysis and exploitation of most forms of
intelligence, especially in the interception and breaking of coded Axis radio
transmissions. Before the war, Germany (and later Italy) adopted an electro-
mechanical encoding machine (known as the Enigma) to protect its secret
diplomatic and military radio traffic from code-breakers. Most experts believed
that secret messages encoded by a cipher machine were too complex to be broken.
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However, thanks to the work of Polish code-breakers in the 1930s, Britain and
France were able to obtain a window on to the German code. Before Warsaw fell,
Polish officials turned over two Enigma machines as well as prototypes for devices
known as the ‘bombes’, which ‘solved” mechanically the settings for the Enigma
machines. The British progressively developed an elaborate system for the
exploitation of Enigma. The hub was a Victorian mansion north-west of London
called Bletchley Park. Listening stations in Britain and abroad intercepted and
retransmitted enemy signals to Bletchley Park, where teams of code-breakers
and service analysts turned the secret Axis messages into useful information (code-
named Ultra) for select distribution. In the first two years Ultra was of only limited
value, for excellent intelligence could not make up for inadequate fighting
strength. For example, although the British had forewarning via Ultra of the
German plan to capture Crete in May 1941, little could be done to prevent
the German paratroops from securing the island’s airfields. It also took time for the
British to establish secure methods to disseminate Ultra in a timely manner and
to educate field commanders to integrate signals intelligence into their decision-
making process.

After 1942 the secret war tilted decisively in favour of the Western Allies, when
they began to collaborate. The Americans revealed Magic, the codename for the
American cracking of Japanese codes, and the British unveiled Ultra. In 1943,
the Allies were reading more than 4,000 German signals a day, as well as a large
volume of Japanese and Italian traffic. To be sure, Ultra alone was not a war winner.
Intelligence was a ‘force multiplier’. Thanks to reliable information, the British
and the Americans were able to concentrate forces where they were most needed,
to seal most of their own security leaks, and to gain a day-by-day insight into the
intentions and capabilities of their foes. In the Atlantic, Ultra was invaluable
because listening to the constant chatter between U-boats and the German
command permitted the Allies to re-route vulnerable convoys away from lurking
wolf packs. Sometimes code-breaking could be decisive. The American ability to
break the Japanese naval codes, for example, proved indispensable to their triumph
against the odds at Midway. Usually it was the painstaking accumulation of
seemingly unimpressive pieces of the enemy puzzle that supplied the edge. Insights
gained in this way allowed planners to fine-tune deception campaigns to play on
Axis preconceptions. Supremacy in signals intelligence likewise enabled the British
to capture all of the Nazi spies sent to England and then to compel them to
transmit misinformation to Berlin. Overall, the secret war reveals much about the
modernity of the Western war effort. The Axis too had victories in the covert war,
but the authoritarians failed to create the integrated and free-thinking institutions
to exploit intelligence systematically.

Did values play a wider role in the Grand Alliance’s victory? Britain, the Soviet
Union and the United States were attacked and could thus call on their people to
fight for the just cause of national self-defence. The war was also portrayed as an
epic struggle of human progress against the nihilistic forces of slavery. Propaganda
depicted the Axis dictators as carnivorous beasts bent on global domination. The
Axis record afforded ample evidence: aggression in Asia and Africa, a string of
broken treaties, the persecution of the Jews, the rape of Nanjing, the German
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terror bombing and so on. In Russia, few who experienced the Nazi occupation
had any doubt about what the war meant for them. Not only was the moral high
ground vital to rallying the public will at home (and, in Britain’s case, within the
Commonwealth and Empire), but it was also a powerful inducement to neutrals
and occupied peoples to resist the aggressors. Thousands of Czechs, Poles, French,
Norwegians and others fought beside or in the uniforms of the Allies to win
legitimacy for their exiled governments and assure national liberation. In August
1941 Roosevelt (with Wilsonian gusto) and Churchill affirmed the principles of
peace, democracy, self-determination and prosperity in the Atlantic Charter. In
January 1942 the normative distinction was drawn sharply again with the
declaration of the United Nations, which underscored the Allied aims of freedom,
justice and peace in the new world order. As always in politics, the moral case was
ambiguous. The Allied war effort was not free of the barbarities of modern
warfare, especially city bombing, and the Alliance included some with dubious
ethical credentials. Stalin, after all, had signed a wicked pact with Hitler, had
occupied Poland and attacked Finland. How could the representative of this
murderous regime sit in judgement on Axis officials at the war crimes trials? In
the end, what counted was that the moral choices at the time were clear enough
to bind the anti-Axis coalition for long enough to win.

The collapse of the Grand Alliance

In Mein Kampf, Hitler wrote, ‘Germany will either be a World Power or there will
be no Germany.” He tried to keep his word. As Anglo-American forces closed on
the Reich from France and the Red Army marched from Eastern Europe, Hitler’s
soldiers fought on and on 16 December 1944, in a forlorn bid to relive the glories
of June 1940, launched a surprise attack into the Ardennes to break through the
American lines. While the weather grounded Allied aircraft, the German tanks
made headway towards recapturing the vital port city of Antwerp. Once the skies
cleared and the Americans recovered, the Germans, short of fuel and ammunition,
were beaten back.

Only three things could have altered Germany’s fate in 1944-45. One was a
coup. On 20 July 1944 Hitler narrowly escaped a bomb planted in his head-
quarters under the map table. The conservative German army officers and other
high officials who had planted the bomb out of fear for Germany’s future paid
with their lives for this attempt on Hitler’s life. The second, one Hitler had
great faith in, was some secret ‘wonder’ weapon. New weapons, namely rockets,
flying bombs, jet aircraft and advanced submarines, were already in use or nearly
so with little effect. Fortunately, the Germans failed to build the one device that
might have made a difference, the atomic bomb. Third, the Fiihrer might have
prolonged the war or perhaps stopped it by negotiating a separate peace with one
of his foes. The Allies, however, held firm. So, the final act of Europe’s long tragedy
was staged in the bunker of the Reich Chancellery. As the Red Army advanced
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towards the bombed-out suburbs of Berlin, Hitler ordered the demolition of what
was left of German industry and infrastructure. On 30 April 1945 Hitler
committed suicide.

It is tempting to try to pinpoint the moment when the Grand Alliance began
to fall apart between Hitler’s suicide and Germany’s final surrender on 5 May
1945. As the purpose that had united the Allies in the first place was achieved, so
runs the logic, the Alliance began to pull apart. However, the defeat of Nazi
Germany is only one part of a much wider explanation of why wartime co-
operation between the Big Three did not continue into peacetime. In 194445 a
progressive breakdown in East—West relations was not a foregone conclusion.
London, Washington and Moscow shared an interest in checking the re-
emergence of German revanchism. Europeans of all ideological hues longed for
an extended period of quiet reconstruction and resettlement. Why then did
East—West relations go sour? The main part of the answer lies in the clash of values
and visions of world order between the victorious Powers.

From 4 to 11 February 1945 Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin met at Yalta in
Crimea. The conference marked the high point of inter-Allied co-operation. The
Big Three reiterated their demand for Nazi Germany’s unconditional surrender.
Stalin pledged to enter the war against Japan (the Red Army in fact attacked Japan
on 8 August). With victory in sight, post-war issues took on urgency. Officials
drew up plans for a Four-Power occupation of Germany (the French would
occupy one zone) and the prosecution of German war criminals. Consensus was
also reached on the need for a new international organization to promote
collective security to replace the now defunct League of Nations. In line with the
principles first set out in the Atlantic Charter, the Big Three issued a ‘Declaration
on Liberated Europe’. The declaration promised Europeans the right to determine
their own futures through democratic institutions. Finally, they settled the long-
disputed question of Poland’s borders. The frontiers of the new Polish state would
be drawn much further westward, at the territorial expense of Germany, and to
the benefit of Soviet Russia.

Yalta could have formed the basis for a working relationship, but each of the
Big Three was seeking peace and security in its own way, and officials in each
capital worked to identify and remedy the likely circumstances under which new
threats might emerge according to deeply entrenched doctrines. Washington, for
example, was determined not to repeat the mistakes of the 1920s and 1930s. Peace
would be secured through the active participation of the United States in a
number of new multilateral institutions. In July 1944 the Americans thus hosted
delegates from forty-four nations at Bretton Woods in New Hampshire in order
to fashion a post-war economic order. The conference buzzed with Anglo-
American ideals of liberal economics and free trade. Two institutions were
established: the International Monetary Fund and the International Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (or the World Bank). The mission of the first
was to set up a new financial system based on fixed exchange rates to facilitate
world capital flows; the second was intended to supply the capital for major
reconstruction projects. Similarly, from August to October 1944, Washington
played host to diplomats from thirty-nine countries for the Dumbarton Oaks
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Conference on the formation of the United Nations Organization. Just like
Woodrow Wilson decades before, Roosevelt believed that the world needed a
single forum for the peaceful resolution of conflicts. Yet he also recognized that
the replacement for the old League had to reflect the unequal distribution of
power and responsibility in international relations. Roosevelt’s vision of the new
UN thus included a General Assembly of all states and a select executive (the
Security Council) of Great Powers, principally the United States, the USSR,
China and Britain, which would act together as the world’s four policemen’.

Roosevelt’s idea of the four policemen’ indicated his willingness to work with
Moscow. As Cordell Hull, the secretary of state, said in November 1943, with the
foundation of a concert of Great Powers there would no longer be the need for
‘spheres of influence, for alliances, for balance of power, or for any other special
arrangements through which, in the unhappy past, the nations strove to safeguard
their security or to promote their interests’. These words do not, as one might
think, betray a lack of political savvy and sophistication. The president and his
advisers knew that Stalin was a suspicious tyrant. What they hoped was that the
war had taught the Soviet leader and his officials that mutually beneficial relations
with the capitalist world were possible. They were equally alert to Moscow’s deep
sense of insecurity. Eastern Europe, they agreed, could no longer be a hotbed for
anti-communism and a launch pad for anti-communist crusades. Russia would
be preponderant in the region. But how would Moscow exercise that power? The
Americans did not object to Stalin shaping the foreign and defence policies of the
Eastern European states. What the Americans rejected was the formation of an
exclusive sphere of control. In other words, so long as the Soviets permitted the
Eastern Europeans to exercise self-determination and democracy at home, and to
participate in multilateral institutions and commerce abroad, then there would be
lictle scope for future conflicts. However, if Moscow tried to impose one-party
politics and closed economies within their sphere of control, then Eastern Europe
would become a source of national discontent, chronic poverty and eventually
general war.

The British understood too that Stalin would dominate Eastern Europe. Like
the Americans, Churchill and his advisers did not object to a Soviet sphere of
influence, so long as the principles in the Atlantic Charter and the Declaration on
Liberated Europe were adhered to. In talks between Churchill, Stalin and their
foreign ministers in October 1944, south-eastern Europe was divided between
them in what came to be called the ‘percentages agreement’. To protect their
imperial interests in the eastern Mediterranean and Egypt, the British attained
predominance in Greece, while the Soviet Union attained the dominant posi-
tion in Romania and Bulgaria. Churchill also implied to Stalin that he would
not oppose Soviet claims in Eastern Europe if Stalin would help him safeguard
Britain’s Asian empire against American pressure for rapid decolonization.
Britain’s readiness to draw spheres of influence and to shore up its declining empire
with diplomacy was consistent with the view prevalent in London that Soviet
Russia would behave after the war much like its tsarist predecessor. The British
Empire could peacefully co-exist yet still compete with the Soviet one provided
their rivalry remained circumscribed by well-defined rules. Churchill’s diplomacy

United Nations (UN)

An international organization
established after the Second

World War to replace the

League of Nations. Since its

establishment in 1945, its

membership has grown to 192

countries.

decolonization
The process whereby an

imperial power gives up its

formal authority over its
colonies.

209



see Chapter 9

210

THE SECOND WORLD WAR

likewise indicated growing anxiety about Britain’s place among the Wor/d Powers.
The war had severely weakened Britain in relation to both the United States and
the Soviet Union. No one could be sure of the continued flow of American
material aid and goodwill across the Atlantic. Indeed, despite Churchill’s stormy
relations with General de Gaulle, who had been recognized as head of the
provisional government in Paris, the British turned to France as a potential ally to
help counteract Soviet influence in Western Europe. It was thus the British who
persuaded Washington and Moscow that France should be responsible for a zone
of occupation in Germany and that it should be given a permanent seat on the
UN Security Council.

Evidence from the Soviet archives confirms that Stalin and his top advisers had
no ‘master plan’ for Eastern Europe leading to the full communist take-over in
1947-48. Nonetheless, Soviet security policy, just like that of the United States
and Britain, was the product of weighty historical and ideological factors. As
American diplomats understood, the Soviets would not allow Eastern Europe once
again to become the springboard for war against Russia. In November 1943, Stalin
had insisted that the Soviet Union retain the territorial gains it had made under
the Nazi—Soviet pact and from Finland and Romania, the absorption of the Baltic
States, and the movement of Poland’s frontier with Russia further westward. For
Stalin and his security planners, territory equalled security. This did not necessarily
mean the imposition of communist dictatorships across Eastern Europe, but
where the Red Army had become the army of occupation, territory was best
safeguarded through deep political and economic transformations. “This war is
notas in the past,” Stalin explained in 1945. “Whoever occupies a territory imposes
his own social systems. Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army has
the power to do so. It cannot be otherwise.” To be sure, the Soviets were primarily
concerned with reconstruction, recovery and freedom from aggression in this
period, but their willingness to deal with the United States and Britain only
reflected what they expected to be a long truce with the leading proponents of
global capitalism and imperialism.

After Yalta, there were signs that the truce would not hold for long. A
change of American presidents accelerated the downturn in relations. On 12
April 1945, Roosevelt died and his vice-president, Harry S. Truman, assumed the
presidency. The new man in the White House had not been a member of
Roosevelts inner circle during the war and was less inclined to give Stalin the
benefit of the doubt. Truman’s fears that the Soviets might emerge as the next
totalitarian threat to the American way of life, as well as the liberty, prosperity
and security of Western Europe and Japan, also arose from a steady hardening
of attitudes. The atomic bomb played an important, though alone not decisive,
role in the magnification of hostilities. Before becoming president, Truman had
been kept in the dark about the Manhattan Project — the codename for the
American atomic programme — but Soviet intelligence had had some know-
ledge of the project as early as 1941. After the successful detonation of the first
bomb on 16 July 1945, Truman hoped that the weapon would provide him with
the lever he needed to keep the Soviets loyal to the Yalta Accords. As David
Holloway has shown, Stalin and Molotov were equally determined not to be
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intimidated by the atomic bomb and deliberately toughened their responses to
Truman’s abrasive diplomacy.

Poland was the initial source of grave tension. Over Poland, Truman and
Churchill saw Stalin as a contract breaker (which was a serious charge in the light
of Hitler’s failure to respect treaties), while Stalin and Molotov saw the West’s
pressure for elections in Poland as a violation of their designated sphere of control.
Poland was a sensitive issue for all three states: Britain had gone to war over
Poland; Polish Americans formed a powerful lobby in Washington; and twice in
thirty years German troops had attacked Russia through Poland. At Yalta, Stalin
agreed to form an inclusive government through free elections that would have a
place for the representatives of the Polish government in exile in London. During
the war, Stalin and the London Poles tried to strike an equitable bargain, but
failed. Historic antagonisms ran too deep, and revelations in 1942 that the Red
Army had murdered 15,000 Polish officers at Katyn Forest did not improve
mactters. For Moscow, the danger was that free elections would elect an anti-Soviet
government in Warsaw. Since the Polish Workers Party had no base of popular
support, this fear was not unfounded. Poland, as the Red Army’s access route to
defeated Germany, was too valuable to risk and therefore, despite concessions from
Washington and London, Stalin reneged on his Yalta pledges and imposed his own
subservient provisional government known as the Lublin Poles. Washington and
London complained. Perhaps Stalin wanted an exclusive sphere of control after all?
Yet, on 5 July, the two governments recognized a slightly modified cabinet of
Lublin Poles as the legitimate government in Warsaw. Regardless of how much
outrage British and Americans officials felt over the Polish elections, the German
question still had to be settled in collaboration with the Soviet Union.

Conclusion

The Second World War left deep wounds. Fifty million perished, twenty-eight
million of whom were civilians. Russia and China together accounted for thirty
million killed; their principal enemies, Germany and Japan, another nine million;
Poland, caught between two towering ideological foes, suffered civilian losses of
about four to five million. The distinction between civilians and combatants, the
rear area and the front line, had been erased in the minds of many long before the
first trigger was pulled. The high proportion of civilian deaths was testimony to
the boundless violence with which the war was conducted, as well as to the power
of the ideologies that millions fought and willingly sacrificed their lives for.
Nothing epitomized this more than Nazi Germany’s systematic murder of six
million Jews. To put this crime against the idea of a common humanity into
context, one should recall that the Final Solution claimed one-third of the world’s
total Jewish population in 1939. In Poland alone, Hitler and his followers
murdered more than two and a half million Jews, or 90 per cent of all the Jews in
pre-war Poland.

211



THE SECOND WORLD WAR

The suffering did not end with the dead or those who knew and loved them.
Millions staggered as refugees over the gutted remains of European civilization.
Mobs meted out justice to collaborators and many more besides. Millions were
forced to flee. In the wake of the conflict people were being shifted en masse to fit
the new frontiers. “We must expel all the Germans,” exclaimed one Polish com-
munist, ‘because countries are built on national lines and not on multinational
ones.” The Germans were not alone in suffering this fate. Much of Eastern Europe
witnessed the expulsion of ethnic and religious minorities. Europe’s nightmare
ended in a brutal peace. The old European game of Great Power competition was
now over, and the continent was set to become one battlefield (albeit the most
important one) in a wider Cold War world, with a divided Germany as its
epicentre.

Debating why the Allies won the Second World War

At what point did the Allies win the Second World War? Was the outcome
predetermined from the weight of Allied economic resources? Was victory always
beyond the reach of the Axis states? In the view of many military and economic
historians, the outcome of the war was no longer in any doubt after December 1941.
The Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor and the German declaration of war
on the United States brought together a coalition of Great Powers that could not fail
to win so long as they continued to fight long enough. As R. A. C. Parker put it in The
Second World War (Oxford, 2001), ‘the Allies must win if they stayed together’.

The statistics make Parker’s case persuasive. Even in the year most favourable to the
Axis in fighting performance and strategic advantages, the Allies still possessed a
healthy margin over their foes in wealth, exploited and untapped resources, weapons
and manpower. After 1942, the superiority grew at an astronomical rate. Mark
Harrison, a leading historian of the economics of the Second World War, argues in
The Economics of World War Il (Cambridge, 2000) that once the initial Axis attacks
petered out, the ‘economic fundamentals’ reasserted themselves: “The greater Allied
capacity for taking risks, absorbing the cost of mistakes, replacing losses, and
accumulating overwhelming quantitative superiority now turned against the Axis.
Ultimately, economics determined the outcome’

Richard Overy, in his Why the Allies Won (London, 1995), rejects the large dose of
determinism in explanations based on statistics alone. He locates the war’s turning
point much later than the end of 1941. ‘On the face of things, he writes, ‘no rational
man in early 1942 would have guessed at the eventual outcome of the war’ A
rich account of why the Allies won, Overy asserts, must consider a whole series of
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contingent factors. The war was as much a moral, political, technical and organ-
izational contest as it was a race to stockpile resources. Scholars must explain why
Germany, Italy and Japan failed to exploit their full productive potential in 1942 and
thus lost their operational and strategic momentum. If the organizational weaknesses
had been overcome by the aggressors, allowing them to realize their potential, then
‘the Axis by 1942 might well have proved the irresistible force’. Quantity of men and
arms, moreover, tells us little about quality. Remarkably quickly, the Allies managed
to close the qualitative gap and rally their peoples to fight the long hard battles
required to destroy the Axis. Even so, the critical campaigns of 1942 were won by the
Allies by slender margins.

Recommended reading

Many of the books cited in the recommended reading of Chapter 7 also cover
1940—41. On the United States, students will find Waldo Heinrichs, Threshold of
War: Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Entry into World War Two (Oxford, 1988)
indispensable. For Italy, see MacGregor Knox, Mussolini Unleashed 193941
(Cambridge, 1982). For a survey of the period before the coming of global war,
see John Lukacs, The Last European War, September 1939—December 1941 (New
York, 1976).

On the Phoney War, see Thomas Munch-Petersen, The Strategy of the Phoney
War: Britain, Sweden and the Iron Ore Question, 19391940 (Stockholm, 1981),
Talbot Imlay, ‘Allied Economic Intelligence and Strategy during the “Phoney
War™, Intelligence and National Security (1998), vol. 13, pp. 107-32 and his
excellent Facing the Second World War: Strategy, Politics, and Economics in Britain
and France, 1938—40 (Oxford, 2003). On France and 1940, see Martin S.
Alexander, “The Fall of France 1940, Journal of Strategic Studies (1990), vol. 13,
pp- 10-44 and Joel Blatt, The French Defeat of 1940: Reassessment (Oxford, 1997).
For an account of 1940 that stresses the role of intelligence, read Ernest R. May’s
superb Strange Victory: Hitler’s Conquest of France (London, 2000). For the official
German histories, see Bernd Stegemann ez al. (eds), Germany and the Second World
War, vol. 11: Germany’s Initial Conquests in Europe (Oxford, 1991) and Karl-Heinz
Frieser, The Blitzkrieg Legend: The 1940 Campaign in the West (Annapolis, MD,
2005).

The best analytical study of the British decision to fight on in the summer of
1940 is Chapter 6 of Christopher Hill, Cabinet Decisions on Foreign Policy
(Cambridge, 1991) and the most readable is John Lukacs, Five Days in London:
May 1940 (London, 1994). See also Philip M. Bell, A Certain Eventuality: Britain
and the Fall of France (Farnborough, 1974) and David Reynolds, ‘Churchill and
Britain’s Decision to Fight on in 1940, in Richard Langhorne (ed.), Diplomacy
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and Intelligence during the Second World War (Cambridge, 1985). For an essential
study of the politics of Lend-Lease, consult Warren E Kimball’s 7he Most Unsordid
Act: Lend-Lease 1939—-1941 (Baltimore, MD, 1969). For a panoramic and
insightful view of the consequences of the French defeat, see David Reynolds,
1940: Fulcrum of the Twentieth Century’, International Affairs (1990), vol. 66,
pp- 325-50.

For the origins of Operation Barbarossa, a good place to start is the official
German history by Horst Boog ez al. (eds), Germany and the Second World War,
vol. V: The Attack on the Soviet Union (Oxford, 1996). The finest book on Stalin’s
policy is Gabriel Gorodetsky, Grand Delusion: Stalin and the German Invasion of
Russia (London, 1999). Also see Constantine Pleshakov, Stalin’s Folly: The Secrer
History of the German Invasion of Russia, June 1941 (London, 2005). There are
also two valuable essay collections: David Dilks and John Erickson (eds),
Barbarossa: The Axis and the Allies (Edinburgh, 1994); and Bernd Wegner, From
Peace to War: Germany, Soviet Russia, and the World, 1939—1941 (Oxford, 1997).

On the course and conduct of the war, students will be grateful to I. C. B.
Dear and M. R. D. Foot for editing The Oxford Companion to World War II
(Oxford, 1995). It offers well over a thousand pages of mini-essays on every aspect
of the war, as well as plenty of maps, tables and illustrations. General surveys vary
in length and detail. R. A. C. Parker, The Second World War: A Short History
(Oxford, 2001) is the best of the short books. Gerhard L. Weinberg, A World in
Arms: A Global History of World War II (Cambridge, 1994) is considerably longer
and the best of them all. On the origins of the Holocaust, see Gétz Aly, Final
Solution’- Nazi Population Policy and the Murder of European Jews (London, 1999)
and Christopher Browning, The Path to Genocide: Essays in the Launching of the
Final Solution (Cambridge, 1992). Omar Bartov offers a fascinating and
provocative analysis of the relationship between National Socialism and the
German army in Hitler’s Army: Soldiers, Nazis, and the War in the Third Reich
(Oxford, 1992). On the course and conduct of the Pacific War, read Ronald H.
Spector, Eagle against the Sun: The American War with Japan (London, 1984) and
John Dower, War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War (New York,
1986).

This chapter relied extensively on Richard J. Overy’s rour de force, Why the Allies
Won (London, 1995). For an account which stresses the role of economics, see
Mark Harrison’s essay in The Economics of World War II: Six Great Powers in
International Comparison (Cambridge, 2000). The essays in David Reynolds,
Warren E Kimball and A. O. Chubarian (eds), Allies at War: The Soviet, American
and British Experience, 1939-45 (London, 1994) are also valuable. On
intelligence, the literature is huge and growing. Two overviews of the subject are
Ralph Bennett, Behind the Battle: Intelligence in the War with Germany (London,
1994) and Ronald Lewin, The American Magic: Codes, Cyphers, and the Defeat of
Japan (New York, 1982). See also John Ferris, ‘Ralph Bennett and the Study of
Ul Intelligence and National Security (1991), vol. 6, pp. 437-86.

On the collapse of the Grand Alliance, there is a short introduction with
documents by Martin McCauley, The Origins of the Cold War, 2nd edn (London,
1995) and an excellent collection of essays by leading scholars, Ann Lane and
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Howard Tempetley (eds), The Rise and Fall of the Grand Alliance, 1941-1945
(Basingstoke, 1995) (including an excellent chapter on the atomic bomb by David
Holloway). Studies that begin with the wartime diplomacy of the Big Three
include Warren E Kimball, The Juggler: Franklin Roosevelt as Wartime Statesman
(Princeton, NJ, 1991), Keith Sainsbury, The Turning Point . . . the Moscow, Cairo
and Teheran Conferences (Oxford, 1985) and Vojtect Mastny, Russia’s Road ro the
Cold War: Diplomacy, Warfare, and the Politics of Communism, 1941—1945 (New
York, 1979). More generally on the coming of the Cold War, see John L. Gaddis,
We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History (Oxford 1997) and Vladislav M.
Zubok and Constantine Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlins Cold War: From Stalin to
Khrushchev (Cambridge, MA, 1996).
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CHAPTER NINE

The ‘“first’ Cold War
In Europe, 1945 -61

Introduction

‘“Who has Germany, has Europe’, Lenin is reported to have said. In this he may
have been correct, but in 1945 there was not much to rule in Germany. The
country had been devastated by years of war, it lacked a political structure, it was
under the military authority of four foreign powers, and its economy — like those
in the European countries that Nazi Germany had once held under its sway —
was in no condition to feed or clothe its population. This alone provides
one explanation for the phenomenal rise of Soviet and American power in Europe
after the Second World War: with Germany in ruins, France largely excluded from
the victors’ table and Britain in no condition to play a major role in continental
Europe, there were, ultimately, only two major Powers capable of exercising
predominant influence over the old continent. Still, it seems that the two needed
each other and, even with the common enemy gone, they did not necessarily need
to become bitter rivals, let alone mortal enemies.

In fact, the Soviet Union was in almost as bad a shape as its defeated German
enemy. The country had suffered catastrophic human losses (estimated at twenty
million deaths) and much of its economic infrastructure had been destroyed by
the German invasion. Already, in order to rally the Russian population behind the
war effort, Stalin had felt it necessary to abandon ideological purity in his wartime
internal policies. Now in the post-war period, it appeared that unless the Soviet
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regime created a better standard of living, it could hardly rely on its population
to regard the previous years sacrifices as having been worthwhile. Moreover,
while the Red Army was the largest standing army on the European continent,
it would, sooner or later, need to be demobilized in order for the reconstruction
work to begin. In addition to security guarantees, the Soviets needed money and
material aid in order to rebuild their country after the war.

Ultimately, the only power that was in a position to provide significant
economic assistance in the post-war years was the United States. In contrast to
much of the rest of the world, including its wartime allies, the United States was
in excellent shape. With the exception of Pearl Harbor, it had not suffered from
bombing campaigns against its territory. In 1945 the American economy was
responsible for 50 per cent of the world’s industrial output. In the immediate post-
war years the United States would account for one-third of total world exports.
American economic power was matched by its military might: its troops were
present in Asia and Europe, its navy and air force were the largest in the world,
and it held a monopoly over the atomic bomb.

In short, of the two key post-war Powers, the United States clearly held the
edge. Still, the Americans were at a distinct disadvantage in Europe. Ever since
the American Revolution in the late eighteenth century, successive governments
in Washington had proclaimed their distaste for long-term external commitments.
While much of this may have been rhetoric, the Truman administration still faced
a difficult task if it wished to maintain a long-term military presence in Europe,
for such a departure could only be explained if a major threat to American interests
and ideals existed.

The origins of the Cold War were not, though, a purely, perhaps not even
primarily, a Soviet—American game. Other countries were bound to play a

significant role as the battle-lines of the post-war confrontation hardened. Indeed,
as one historian has forcefully argued, the United States did not become

permanently engaged in Europe by imposing its will on Western Europe — the
American influence was in large measure a result of West European initiatives; it
was the British, for example, who pushed hard for American participation in a
Western European defensive alliance. At the same time, numerous American
policy-makers were eager to prevent a return to the conditions of the 1930s, when
the Great Depression and the rise of right-wing totalitarian powers had prompted
the onset of the Second World War. In the immediate post-war years the sorry
state of the European economy and the apparent popularity of left-wing ideologies
thus had an uncomfortable similarity to the events of the previous decade. That
these events were coupled with the expansion of Soviet influence in Eastern
Europe rapidly transformed the American image of a post-war order based on
co-operative security arrangements with all the victors to one that emphasized the
differences between the United States and Western Europe, on the one hand, and
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, on the other. Within the European context
this meant, primarily, two things: that the Truman administration viewed the

recovery of Western Europe as a major precondition to international stability and
American prosperity, and that the Soviet quest for security and recovery almost

inevitably clashed with American goals.
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Federal Republic of
Germany (FRG)

The German state created in
1949 out of the former
American, British and French
occupation zones. Also known
as West Germany. In 1990 the
GDR merged into the FDR
thus ending the post-war
partition of Germany.

Marshall Plan

Officially known as the
European Recovery
Programme (ERP). Initiated
by American Secretary of State
George C. Marshall’s 5 June
1947 speech and administered
by the Economic Co-
operation Administration
(ECA). Under the ERP the
participating countries
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark,
France, Great Britain, Greece,
Iceland, Ttaly, Luxembourg,
the Netherlands, Norway,
Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey
and West Germany) received
more than $12 billion
between 1948 and 1951.
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The German question

Germany was the vital but downtrodden centre of Europe. Yet while the division
of Germany (and Berlin) came to symbolize the division of Europe in decades to
come, it is worth asking whether the division was inevitable. Was there room for
compromise and unity as the victorious Powers grappled with the ruined enemy
and defined its future role? One problem in answering such questions is the sheer
ambiguity that tended to surround the agreements over Germany’s future during
the war. In the two major ‘Big Three’ conferences in 1945, the Americans, Soviets

and British concurred on a number of principles and practical steps regarding the
post-war status of Germany. In order to prevent the rise of a future German threat

to European peace and security, the Allies agreed on a programme that comprised

tion. At the same time, they agreed that Germany and Berlin would be divided

into four separate occupation zones — with the French taking the fourth piece of
German territory — and that the military governor from each occupying country
would have supreme authority in his zone. A separate Allied Control Commission
(ACQ) was set up in Berlin. In addition, it was decided that, while admini-

stratively divided, Germany was to be treated as a single economic unit.

These broad principles might have worked had there not been a number of
issues that caused friction between the various occupying Powers. Perhaps the key
one was the Soviet demand for $10 billion in reparations. In principle this had
been agreed at Potsdam, but in 194546 it became increasingly clear to the Soviets
that, despite the original understanding, no significant reparations deliveries were
to be expected from the western zones. While this was in large part owing to the
occupation costs incurred by the Western Powers, which made such reparations
deliveries impracticable, the Soviets were naturally suspicious. They were further
disheartened to learn in the autumn of 1946 that the British and the Americans
were holding discussions regarding the fusion of their two zones; the Bizone that
resulted from these talks came into being on 1 January 1947.

As the establishment of the Bizone was the first concrete step towards the
eventual creation of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), it might be
assumed that the Anglo-American agreement reflected a determination to
establish an independent West German state and deny the resources of the major
part of Germany to the Soviet Union. However, it is important to realize that to
a substantial degree this move was a result of growing American and British
concern over Soviet practices in the latter’s zone. For example, in the spring of
1946 the Soviets had forced a merger between the East German Communist and
Social Democratic parties and handed the key administrative powers to the newly
created Socialist Unity Party (SED). To many American observers this seemed a
clear indication that the Soviets would only agree to a central administration for
the whole of Germany if they felt they could control it.

After the fusion of the British and American zones the trend towards a formal
division gradually accelerated. In 1947 the decision to include western Germany
among the recipients of Marshall Plan aid was a clear signal of the American
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Plate 9.1 Germany, 1948. A US C-47 cargo plane flies over locals amid ruins, approaching
Tempelhof Airport with food and other relief supplies as part of the Berlin airlift to
break the blockade of overland routes imposed by the surrounding Soviets. (Photo:
Walter Sanders/Life Magazine/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images)

intent to integrate the defeated enemy into Western Europe as much as possible.
Meanwhile, the Soviets moved to clamp down even further on democratic
principles in their own zone. When all three western zones instituted a currency
reform in the spring of 1948, the Soviets responded by closing off all land routes
to West Berlin in June 1948. The Berlin blockade did not, though, make the
United States and its Allies abandon their goal of creating a separate West German
state. Instead, a massive airlift of supplies to Berlin in 1948—49 allowed the west-
ern zones of the city to continue existing within East Germany. The end result was
a hardening of the East—West divide and, eventually, the creation of the Federal
Republic of Germany in 1949. The Soviets countered this by organizing the
German Democratic Republic (GDR). The two Germanies — and the two Berlins
— that would symbolize the post-war international system in Europe until the late
1980s had thus been created.

German Democratic
Republic (GDR)

The German state created in
1949 out of the former Soviet
occupation zone. Also known
as East Germany. The GDR
more or less collapsed in
1989-90 and was merged into
the FRG in 1990, thus ending
the post-war partition of
Germany.
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From take-overs to conformity: the USSR and
Eastern Europe

In addition to the division of Germany, the area that came to symbolize the onset
of the Cold War was Eastern Europe. For many in the West, the communist take-
overs in this region between 1944 and 1948 were seen as a frightening and
gradually escalating sign of Stalin’s true intentions. Winston Churchill, for
example, had in October 1944 been willing to divide Eastern Europe into British
and Soviet spheres of influence in the so-called ‘percentages agreement’. About a
year and a half later, however, Churchill — who was voted out of office during the
Potsdam Conference — had changed his mind. In early 1946 the former prime
minister declared in a speech in Fulton, Missouri, that an Iron Curtain had
descended from the Baltic to the Adriatic. Calling for the Anglo-Americans to
resist the expansion of Soviet-communist power, Churchill not only sounded the
alarm about Soviet intentions but also expressed the public rationale for much of
the Western policy that was to follow.

The fate of Eastern Europe provides important insights into the puzzle of the
origins of the Cold War. In all likelihood, Soviet policies were driven by a complex
set_of motives in which ideology, security and concerns about the possible
repetition of eatlier suffering played a role. It would also be naive to assume that
Western rhetoric and policy did not affect the thinking of the Soviet leadership.

An additional point to stress is that the imposition of Soviet and/or communist
hegemony in Eastern Europe did not take place overnight. Much depended on

the specific conditions in the various East European countries, such as the strength
of the local Communist Party, the position of the Red Army, the depth of
anti-Russian sentiment, and the presence (or lack) of an ACC. In addition,
geographical location made a difference, for while Poland, given its location in
between Germany and the USSR, was central to the Soviet quest for security and

had licdle chance of escaping Russian hegemony in the post-war years, Finland,
which shared a long border with the USSR but lacked strategic significance,

managed to avoid the fate of Eastern European nations.
The importance of local conditions was highlighted by the first two Eastern

European communist take-overs. In Yugoslavia and Albania, the local communists
established their rule in 194445 as patriots who had fought, often heroically,
against the German invaders. In Albania, Enver Hoxha’s National Liberation
Movement faced little resistance when it deposed King Zog in May 1944 and
established its rule firmly after the Germans left the country at the end of the year.
Perhaps ironically, in the years to come, the major threat to Hoxha’s rule would
emanate from neighbouring Yugoslavia, where during the war Marshal Tito
had manoeuvred himself and his partisans into a powerful position. After a brief
coalition with the royalists, Tito’s Popular Front quickly organized an election in
November 1945 in which it received an astonishing (and unquestionably flawed)
96 per cent of the vote. Tito formally deposed King Peter and proclaimed the
creation of the Federative People’s Republic of Yugoslavia on 31 January 1946. To
the increasing fury of Stalin and the growing concern of his neighbours, however,
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Tito harboured dreams of creating a larger Balkan Federation, which would
include the neighbouring countries to the south and east. To further such goals
the newly created Yugoslavia, independently of (and contrary to) Moscow’s wishes,
pressed Hoxha’s Albania to align with Belgrade and supported the communists in
the Greek Civil War.

While Tito’s independent actions would later spark the first serious internal
post-war crisis of the communist movement, his path to power was in many ways
an exception. In Poland, for example, the communists’ route to government was
far more complicated and prompted by much greater Soviet involvement. The
Soviets recognized the Polish Workers Party’s ‘Lublin committee’ as the provisional
government in late 1944. As a precondition to British and American recognition,
however, the Lublin government was enlarged in the spring of 1945 to include
some token representatives from other parties, most significantly the Polish
Peasants Party (PPS). Over the next two years the communists, headed by
Wladislaw Gomulka and Boleslaw Bierut, gradually marginalized the other
political parties and forced the PPS leader, Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, to choose
between exile or imprisonment. In the autumn of 1947 he chose the former, thus
removing the last effective opposition to the communists.

In many ways, the Polish opposition parties had poor cards to begin with,
for among other things the communists were far better organized than their
opponents. Moreover, the Germans had decimated the local industrial elite, thus
making the post-war nationalization of the Polish economy much easier to
accomplish. Territorial gains from Germany (the Oder—Niesse line) also meant
that Gomulka (who was in charge of the new territories) could redistribute the
properties of eight million departing Germans. The PPS could hardly match such
largess and, in fact, split into two in late 1945. As later events were to show,
however, Poland was a special case; indeed, some historians argue that it escaped
the extreme Sovietization that befell some of its southern neighbours. This was,
probably, the result of a number of interrelated factors. As the gateway to

Germany, Soviet domination of Poland was considered absolutely indispensable
for post-war security, and this sense was reinforced by concern over nascent Polish

Russophobia. To minimize the potential for future unrest, therefore, the Soviets
gave the local communist leaders comparatively more leeway than their counter-

parts in other Eastern European countries. As a result, the Polish communists were
careful in their application of socialist ideals, allowing the Catholic Church, for
example, to retain its property until 1950.

The priority accorded to securing socialist control in Poland affected Soviet
policy in other countries. In Hungary, for example, Stalin felt compelled to hold
back the local communists from seizing power immediately after the war. Between
1945 and 1947 the Hungarian Communist Party thus respected election results
and participated in coalition governments. Meanwhile, the communist control
of the Ministry of the Interior and, in particular, use of the Hungarian security
police worked to marginalize political opponents one by one. In a classic example
of the so-called ‘salami tactics’, Lszl6 Rajk, the young communist minister of the
interior, directed a campaign that succeeded in discrediting or removing from
office several key leaders of the Smallholders Party (SHP), which, in 1945, had
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won 57 per cent of the popular vote. Strengthened by the presence of the
Red Army, the security police became involved in selected assassinations, the
sabotage of the opposition parties’ offices and the closure of Catholic youth
organizations. The Ministry of the Interior also blocked the SHP’s plans to
establish peasants’ labour organizations in 1946. Yet it was only after the con-

clusion of the Hungarian Peace Treaty and the exit of the ACC from Hungary in

1947 that the communists moved to establish complete supremacy. Elections
in April 1949 were held without opposing candidates and were followed by the

adoption of a new Soviet-style constitution.

By this time Bulgaria and Romania had also become socialist republics. In
Bulgaria, the local communist leaders had, in fact, constituted a respectable party
prior to the Second World War and were included in a coalition government
that was formed in September 1944. As in Hungary, the take-over was gradual,
in part due to the presence of the ACC and the need to maintain order until
a peace treaty had been signed. In September 1946 Bulgaria formally became a
republic (eleven-year-old King Simeon II was sent into exile). In the following
month, the Bulgarian Communist Party’s leader Gheorghi Dimitrov, who had

spent the war in Moscow, became head of a coalition government. From then
on the communists moved quickly: in the summer and autumn of 1947 they
removed major opposition figures and destroyed their organizations; in December
1947 they introduced a new constitution.

In contrast to Bulgaria, the Romanian communists had an extremely weak
organization at the end of the war; by most accounts its membership was fewer
than a thousand in August 1944. As a result, the Communist Party of Romania
worked slowly to increase its standing, with the help of growing Soviet influence.
The latter was in part a result of Soviet demands for reparations, which allowed
the USSR virtual control over Romania’s shipping and its oil and timber
industries. However, the Soviets, who occupied Romania at the end of the war,
also apparently threatened direct intervention on several occasions and by doing
so empowered their Romanian allies to enact land reform that amounted to virtual
nationalization in 1945-46. Meanwhile, the civil service was purged and the
leaders of other parties were gaoled. The final outcome was thus clear well before
King Michael abdicated in late 1947, although a complete end to Soviet
occupation did not arrive until 1958.

The last European country to fall under communist rule was Czechoslovakia.
Indeed, for quite some time after the return of the pre-war president Eduard Bene$
in April 1945 Czechoslovakia appeared likely to remain a liberal democracy. To
be sure, the Czech communists, under the leadership of Klement Gottwald,
won 38 per cent of the popular vote in the May 1946 elections and occupied a
number of key posts in the post-war coalition cabinet. However, the lack of any
Red Army presence after December 1945 and the existence of a friendship treaty
with the USSR seemed to make Czechoslovakia a special case, for the Czech
communists did not resort to the strong-arm strategies or salami tactics of their
Eastern European counterparts. In the second half of 1947, however, the picture
began to change. Under Soviet pressure the Czech government declined to
participate in the Marshall Plan, sending the Czech communists’ already declining
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popularity into a severe downward spiral. In response, while the Red Army
amassed troops on the Czech borders, Gottwald and his party staged a coup détar
in February 1948. Between 12 and 22 February President Bene$, probably
assuming that no Western help was forthcoming, failed to take advantage of
obvious popular anti-communist sentiment and effectively allowed the com-
munists to take control of the state apparatus. Jan Masaryk, the non-communist
foreign minister, was soon found dead, Bene§ was forced into permanent
house arrest (until his death in September 1948), and Gottwald became president.
The new government quickly moved to enact socialist reforms and block any
opposition.

The Prague coup of February 1948 was the last addition to what would for
four decades be known as the Soviet bloc. Rumours that a similar coup was under
way in Finland — which, under severe pressure, signed a ‘Friendship Treaty’ with
the USSR in April 1948 and had previously declined the offer to join the Marshall
Plan — proved false. Instead of further expansion of the bloc, the Soviet Union
moved to impose conformity on Eastern Europe. In practice this meant that the
Soviet bloc underwent a series of purges and show trials during which a number
of national communist leaders, who were accused of Western sympathies or
‘national deviation’, were sent to their deaths or removed from office. Between
1948 and 1952 figures such as Rajk in Hungary, Kostov in Bulgaria and Slansky
in Czechoslovakia were executed; others, including Gomulka in Poland and
Patrascanu in Romania were ‘merely’ purged. Meanwhile, the Eastern European
economies were subjugated to the Soviet economy through a series of joint
Soviet—East European companies and by the imposition of Soviet-style five-

year plans to promote the development of heavy industry. An organization for
economic co-operation, the COMECON, was established in 1949 to control

trade and industry further in the Soviet bloc. Following the Soviet model, Eastern
Europe’s agriculture was partially collectivized. Police forces, armies and internal
security services were closely linked to the USSR’s central command, even to the
extent that East European officials’ uniforms were modelled on those worn by
their counterparts in the USSR. All in all, the late 1940s and early 1950s saw a
clear move towards conformity behind the Iron Curtain.

The Soviet Union’s increasing stranglehold on Eastern Europe can be viewed
in numerous ways. It may have been a result of a grand master plan, a diabolical
scheme to take over the world in steps. This, certainly, was what many Western
observers argued at the time. However, Soviet policy can also be seen as part of a
chronic search for security that had been prompted by the recent experience of
war and destruction. In addition, Stalin may have been concerned over the
implications of the Yugoslav case. In June 1948, criticizing Tito for his
independent course, the Cominform (the Communist Information Bureau,
founded in September 1947 as an umbrella organization for European com-
munist parties) expelled Yugoslavia from its ranks. It is not clear whether this
decision owed more to Stalin’s own personal insecurities about a possible rival
emerging within the communist world, or whether it was a response to concerns
that Yugoslavia’s independent actions were jeopardizing Soviet national security.
Whatever the case, the Tito—Stalin split nevertheless demolished the myth of

COMECON

The Council for Mutual
Economic Assistance, a
Soviet-dominated economic
organization founded in 1949
to co-ordinate economic
strategy and trade within the
communist world.

Cominform

The Communist Information
Bureau, organized in 1947
and dissolved in 1956. The
Cominform attempted to re-
establish the links between the
European communist parties
that had lapsed since the
dissolution of the Comintern.
Dominated by the USSR, the
major event in the
Cominform’s history was
when it expelled Yugoslavia in

1948.
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isolationism

The policy or doctrine of
isolating one’s country by
avoiding foreign
entanglements and
responsibilities. Popular in the
United States during the inter-
war years.
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monolithic communism, for the Yugoslav leader’s independent power base
allowed him to survive all efforts to depose him and thus produced the first clear
crack in the Iron Curtain. Conversely, however, it also strengthened the Soviet
need to prevent any other nationalist leaders from attaining a similar independent
status. Ultimately, however, the chief influence on Soviet policy was the gradual
decline in co-operation with the other victorious powers, particularly the United
States. In all likelihood, for example, the timing of the Soviet move from
encouraging socialist take-overs to demanding subservience was linked to the
developments in the West.

The United States, containment and Western Europe

There is no question that the enhanced American role in Western Europe was
both a contributory source and an outcome of the tensions and divisions
that characterized the origins of the Cold War in Europe. In retrospect it is
easy to assume that American policy followed a straightforward logic, with its

major_goals being to restore and strengthen capitalism, minimize left-wing
influence and prevent the Soviet Union from extending its influence beyond

those areas that the Red Army controlled at the end of the war. Thus, the
American response grew gradually harsher and more comprehensive, untl even-
tually Washington permanently committed its forces to the defence of Western
Europe.

That the United States would eventually engage so deeply in Western Europe
was, however, by no means inevitable in 1945-46. In fact, strong domestic
constituencies urged the Truman administration to disengage the United States
from the old continent. For example, in the November 1946 Congressional
elections the Republicans, under the influential leadership of Senator Robert Taft,
defeated the Democrats for the first time in decades, and it was no secret that Taft
and a large portion of the Republicans favoured a return to some form of
American isolationism (although their more appealing message was probably the
promise to cut down government expenditure by 20 per cent). President Truman,
who lacked the unchallenged authority of his deceased predecessor, thus faced an
uphill battle, as he became more convinced of the need forcefully to oppose the
USSR.

Inexperienced in foreign affairs, Truman relied on a number of advisers who
rarely agreed on the gravity of, and the correct response to, what was viewed as
increasingly aggressive Soviet behaviour. To be sure, a strong anti-Soviet consensus
was being formed among a number of key policy analysts who, in the spring of
1946, began to support the line advocated by George Kennan, one of the State
Department’s key Soviet analysts. In his so-called ‘Long Telegram’ of February
1946 Kennan presented an analysis of Soviet behaviour which, over the year that
followed, heavily influenced the Truman administration’s Cold War policies.

Kennan’s argument appeared straightforward: the Soviets were almost patho-
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logically insecure, they believed that the USSR’s future security was directly
dependent on minimizing their neighbours’ security, and were convinced that

only the destruction of American power would ultimately guarantee their survival.
What Kennan thus implied was that the Soviets would not be satisfied even with

the total domination of Eastern Europe but would use both overt and covert
means to spread their influence to Western Europe. While Kennan would later
complain he had been misunderstood and that his statements about the
concurrent weaknesses of the USSR had been overlooked, he essentially restated
this message in public in an anonymous July 1947 article in the influential Foreign
Affairs magazine. In this essay he also used the term ‘containment’ to describe how
the United States should use its military, political and economic power to prevent
further Soviet expansion.

By July 1947, though, containment was already being applied. In fact,
Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’ was only one of many private and public statements
that indicated a hardening attitude in the United States and elsewhere towards
Soviet behaviour. For example, the American administration itself launched a
campaign to publicize Soviet ‘misbehaviour’: leading Republican Senator Arthur
Vandenberg made fiery speeches about Soviet aggressiveness in the Senate, while
Secretary of State James E Byrnes publicly articulated the Truman administra-
tion’s tough stand against the Soviets. Moreover, outside the United States,
the toughening of the American stance was also evident. This was clear as early
as March 1946 when a crisis developed over the continued presence of Soviet
troops in northern Iran (Azerbaijan). Faced with stern criticism from the United
States and Britain, the Soviets withdrew their troops in the late spring of 1946.
In a similar vein, when the Soviets made continued demands on the Turkish
government for control over access routes through the Straits, the United States
responded in August 1946 by sending a naval presence into the eastern Medi-
terranean region. The following month, the Truman administration announced
that this was to remain a permanent presence. Clearly, what was of concern to the
Americans was the future of the eastern Mediterranean region and the Middle East
and, as with Iran, a show of strength appeared necessary to contain further Soviet
encroachment into the area. Encouragingly, the Soviets appeared once again to
be listening; Moscow began to back down and gradually withdrew some of
the twenty-five divisions that had been deployed near the Soviet—Turkish border
in 1946.

These two crises seemed to confirm one of the major principles of the policy
of containment: if you are tough, the Soviets will eventually step back. Indeed, a
year and a half after Germany’s surrender the American administration was
becoming increasingly convinced that only a firm policy of containment could
stop further Soviet moves to expand their power beyond Eastern Europe. On

another level, however, the events in Iran and Turkey in 1946 reflected not only
Truman’s growing resolve to confront the Soviets, but the obvious weakness
of Britain’s power and the American willingness to take over the commitments

and positions previously held by the British. This trend became even clearer in
early 1947, when the central focus of the emerging Cold War shifted to the

ongoing civil war in Greece.

containment

The term coined by George
Kennan for the American, and
broadly Western, policy
towards the Soviet Union (and
communism in general). The
overall idea was to contain the
USSR (that is, keep it within
its current borders) with the
hope that internal division,
failure or political evolution
might end the perceived threat
from what was considered a
chronically expansionist force.
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Truman Doctrine

The policy of American
President Harry S. Truman, as
advocated in his address to
Congress on 12 March 1947,
to provide military and
economic aid to Greece and
Turkey. Subsequently used to
justify aid to any country
perceived to be threatened by
communism.

see Table 9.1
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After the evacuation of German forces from Greece in late 1944, the country
had experienced a brief period of civil war. However, the British forces that
subsequently entered the country managed to forge a truce between the two Greek
factions: the Greek communists and the royalists. In March 1946 Greece held
elections, but the communists decided to boycott them, resulting in a royalist
government being formed that enjoyed Britain’s support. A few months later the
Greek Civil War erupted and became immediately internationalized: the Greek
communists received support from Yugoslavia, Albania and Bulgaria; the royalists
continued to receive British assistance.

The Soviets and the Americans were not directly involved in this initial
outburst of violence, but by early 1947 this began to change owing to the dire
economic situation in Britain. Facing a steady drain of gold and foreign exchange
reserves, and with an internal fuel and food crisis on its hands, Clement Attlee’s
Labour government had few resources to put into expensive foreign initiatives.
Therefore in February 1947 the British informed the United States of their
inability to continue aiding the Greek royalists. Simultaneously, the Greek
government pleaded for American assistance. The Truman administration now
sprang into action and on 12 March 1947 the president unveiled the so-called
Truman Doctrine to Congress. This amounted to a programme to provide
American assistance to the non-communist side in the ongoing Greek Civil War
and further aid to neighbouring Turkey. As such, the Truman Doctrine called for
the United States to step into Britain’s shoes. However, while Truman’s message
related specifically to the requests made by the Greek government for aid in their
struggle against communists, the Doctrine went a step further. In his speech to
Congress, Truman made references to the global responsibility of the United States
‘to support free peoples who are resisting subjugation by armed minorities or by
outside pressures’ and cleatly stated that, if such aid was not provided, the other
European countries would quickly come under threat. Congress rapidly assented.
Eventually in 1949 the Greek communists were defeated.

While the Truman Doctrine was a response to a specific conflict clothed in
universalistic terms, American involvement in Western Europe soon reached new
heights with the announcement of the Marshall Plan. In June 1947 Secretary of
State George Marshall unveiled what was to become probably the most important
and popular American policy initiative in the post-war years. The European
Recovery Program (ERP), as the Marshall Plan was formally known, eventually

offered American financial aid to nearly all of the Western European countries.
E 048 14195 han $13 billi Jistribured o f
countries in the form of direct aid, loan guarantees, grants and necessities from
medicine to mules. With such aid the transatlantic link between the United States
and Western Europe was confirmed.

To be sure, the Marshall Plan, for all its lofty rhetoric (‘against hunger
and poverty’), was not an unselfish act born out of some sense of guilt and
responsibility for the fate of Europe. Rather, the pumping of money into Western
Europe was to counter the distressing rise of European left-wing political
parties: in two key countries, France and Italy, the communists were already
extremely popular. The assumption was that further economic dislocation
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Table 9.1 Aid allocated under the European Recovery Programme

Country Amount ($ million)
United Kingdom 3,189.8
France 2,713.6
Italy 1,508.8
West Germany 1,390.6
Netherlands 1,083.5
Greece 706.7
Austria 677.8
Belgium/Luxembourg 559.3
Denmark 273.0
Norway 255.3
Turkey 225.1
Ireland 147.5
Sweden 107.3
Iceland 29.3

could only boost their popularity and that, in turn, would strengthen the
likelihood that the Soviet Union could play a role beyond the Iron Curtain.
Put another way: economic recovery was considered the best antidote to leftist
political tendencies. Moreover, insisting that the European recipients of the
Marshall Plan use part of the aid in the United States would help stimulate the
American domestic economy. The ERP was, in other words, a way of strengthen-
ing America’s position as the leading Western country and a means of increasing
markets for American exports.

Indeed, the announcement of the Marshall Plan put the Soviets on the
defensive and effectively served to push the onus for the commencement of the
Cold War onto the Kremlin’s shoulders. This came about because the United
States cannily offered aid to all European countries. Accordingly, in late June and
early July 1947 the Soviets attended a meeting in Paris with the British and the
French to discuss the particulars of the American offer. However, the Soviets,
headed by Foreign Minister Molotov, soon walked out of the meeting, claiming
that the whole thing was a capitalist plot, and stating that they rejected any
external intrusion into the East European, let alone Soviet, national economies.
In particular, the Soviets rejected the idea that East European raw materials would
be shipped to boost Western recovery. The Kremlin, as previously noted, then
pressed East Europeans to remain outside the ERP, thus effectively sealing the
economic division of Europe.

How successful was the Marshall Plan in stimulating European recovery and
meeting its political objectives? This question has yielded considerable debate, as
some revisionist historians, by pointing to statistics showing that Western
European recovery was well under way by 1947-48, have challenged the assumed
‘boost’ that the Marshall Plan provided and have claimed that the influx of dollars
caused inflation and did not solve the serious balance-of-payments problem.
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European Economic
Community (EEC)
Established by the Treaty of
Rome 1957, the EEC became
effective on 1 January 1958.
Its initial members were
Belgium, France, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands
and West Germany (now
Germany); it was known
informally as the Common
Market. The EEC’s aim was
the eventual economic union
of its member nations,
ultimately leading to political
union. It changed its name to
the European Union in 1992.

European Coal and Steel
Community (ECSC)
Established by the Treaty of
Paris (1952) and also known
as the Schuman Plan, after the
French foreign minister,
Robert Schuman, who
proposed it in 1950. The
member nations of the ECSC
— Belgium, France, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands
and West Germany — pledged
to pool their coal and steel
resources by providing a
unified market, lifting
restrictions on imports and
exports, and creating a unified
labour market.

North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO)
Established by the North
Adantic Treaty (4 April 1949)
signed by Belgium, Canada,
Denmark, France, Great
Britain, Iceland, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
Norway, Portugal and the
United States. Greece and
Turkey entered the alliance in
1952 and the Federal Republic
of Germany in 1955. Spain
became a full member in
1982. In 1999 the Czech
Republic, Hungary and
Poland joined in the first post-
Cold War expansion,
increasing the membership to
nineteen countries.
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However, whether this is the case or not, it is undeniable that the ERP had a huge
psychological impact on West Europe, creating greater admiration for the United
States and building a sense that the reconstruction of Europe was well under way.
Moreover, it forced West Europeans to co-operate seriously for the first time,
brought West Germans to the same table as others and hence provided a stimulus,
if not a perfect one, for the European integration process that would reshape the
continent in subsequent decades.

Indeed, the Marshall Plan coincided with and encouraged a number of
the economic arrangements that paved the way towards the founding of the
European Economic Community (EEC) in 1957. On 9 May 1950 the French
foreign minister, Robert Schuman, made an announcement proposing the
pooling together of Western Europe’s coal and steel resources. After extended
negotiations, the Schuman Plan resulted in the signing of a treaty in Paris the
following March that established the European Coal and Steel Community
(ECSC). The ECSC created a common market for coal, steel, coke, iron ore and
scrap between six countries: France, the Federal Republic of Germany, Italy,
Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg.

The culmination of the early containment policy in Europe came approxi-
mately a year after the Marshall Plan became operational. On 4 April 1949 the
United States, Canada and ten West European countries formed the North
Adantic Treaty Organization (NATO). ‘An alliance for peace’, as the chairman

of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Tom Connally, termed it, NATO in
many ways symbolized the key role that the United States had come to play in
Europe. While there had been some initial reluctance to commit the United States
in this manner — a strain of latent isolationism ran deep in American politics —
the pressure from Britain and a number of other European countries, as well as
the need to create an institutional structure linking the United States permanently
with Western Europe, eventually forced the issue. Still, in the spring of 1949 it
was clear that NATO was in large part created to send yet another message to the
Soviet Union, a message that conveyed US determination to object to any further
expansion of Soviet influence in Europe. To a large extent NATO was at the time
of its creation a political rather than a military alliance. Together with the Marshall
Plan, it solidified the political and economic division of Europe by emphasizing
the similarities between the participating countries’ domestic systems and values.

Remarkably, it would remain an important part of transatlantic co-operation even
after the Cold War (see chapter 20).

NATO’s success was, however, in large part linked to the numerous hiccups
that slowed down European integration in the 1950s. While economic integration
was remarkably successful, political integration suffered from continued national
preferences and prejudices. This, in part, explains the inability of West Europeans
to agree on a common defence policy; indeed, one of the early failures of European
integration was the 1954 demise of the European Defence Community (EDC).
In the realm of security, particularly military security, most West Europeans
preferred NATO and the continued presence of the United States to an
independent European defence policy. This would become evident in the mid-
1960s when the departure of France — a key country in all the various integration
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schemes — from NATO did not encourage others to follow suit. By then, however,
the nature of the Cold War confrontation had dramatically changed, for while
many in the Truman administration and Western Europe viewed the Cold War
initially as a political and economic contest focused on Europe, developments in
late 1949 and throughout the early 1950s served both to militarize and to
globalize the Cold War.

Debating the origins of the Cold War

While no one questions that the Soviets expanded their influence massively in the
early post-war years, historians have debated for decades the motives behind
Moscow’s policies. Were the Soviets acting simply to guarantee their security in the
future - that is, did East and Central Europe simply represent a first line of defence
against the future rise of Germany or other Powers trying to invade the USSR? Or
were the Soviets deliberately attempting to expand communism, initially to Eastern
Europe, but later to Western Europe and beyond? Did Stalin have a master plan? Was
he simply an opportunist, or do the take-overs in, and subsequent hegemony over,
Eastern Europe provide evidence of the impact of communist ideology in Soviet
foreign policy?

A closely linked debate concerns the motivations behind American involvement in
Europe. Initially, most observers and a large number of historians have stressed the
essentially defensive nature of American policy: that the Truman administration
merely responded to the aggressive policies of the Soviet Union. In the 1960s the
so-called revisionist school - led by scholars like William A. Williams - challenged
this interpretation by arguing that American foreign policy was driven by a need to
secure overseas markets and incorporate Western Europe firmly into an American-
dominated international system. Subsequent scholarship has often taken these
opposing views as the starting point of analysis, although gradually the picture
of the origins of the Cold War has become increasingly complex. In particular,
numerous authors have explored the role of other players (notably, the various
European countries) and taken advantage of new methodological approaches
to explore the cultural and social aspects of the origins of the Cold War in Europe. In
general, the scholarship of the onset of the Cold War is both rich in scope and large
in volume, offering no easy path for generalization.

see Chapter 11
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People’s Republic of China
(PRC)

The official name of
communist or mainland
China. The PRC came into
existence in 1949 under the
leadership of Mao Zedong.

see Chapter 10

see Chapter 12

McCarthyism

General term for the practice
in the United States of making
accusations of pro-communist
activity, in many instances
unsupported by proof or based
on slight, doubtful or
irrelevant evidence. The term
is derived from its most
notorious practitioner,
Republican Senator Joseph R.
McCarthy of Wisconsin
(1909-57).
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On every front

A series of events in late 1949 and early 1950 gave the Cold War confrontation a
more global and more threatening outlook. In August 1949 the Soviet Union,
several years earlier than expected by Western intelligence analysts, successfully
tested its first atomic bomb. The American nuclear monopoly, a key part of its
national security, was thus shattered only four years after the United States had
dropped the atomic bombs on Japan. In response to the Soviet tests, the United
States _quickly moved to develop its nuclear arsenal further, adding the
thermonuclear bomb in 1952. The problem was that the Soviets followed suit only

a year later. From this point on, the arms race continued to escalate, adding
another frightening aspect to the Soviet—American confrontation.

But there was more. On 1 October 1949 the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) was formed, and its leader, Mao Zedong, soon travelled to Moscow to

conclude a treaty with the Soviet Union. With the formation of the Sino-Soviet
alliance and the prospect that an apparent ‘red tide’ was about to sweep across the
rest of Asia, the stakes were manifestly increased. The Americans, who had already
taken steps to support Japanese recovery as a counterweight against communism
in East Asia, chose not to recognize the PRC; instead, they began increasing aid
to both the European colonial Powers and to new non-communist governments.

In short, anti-communism was increasingly influencing American policy
Jecisi . later | lear in Vi b di Iis.
In fact, a full re-evaluation of American priorities was under way at the time
when the Soviets and Chinese concluded their alliance. Along with ordering a
rapid development of the hydrogen bomb in January 1950, Truman instructed
the State and Defense departments to conduct a full review of national security
policy. The end result was NSC-68 (National Security Council Paper Number
68), one of the seminal documents of the early Cold War. Concluded in April

1950, this top-secret report based its recommendations on a simplistic view of

the world as divided between a monolithic communist sphere under Moscow’s
leadership and the ‘free world’ headed by the United States. It made few allow-

ances for the differences within the communist bloc and made no references ta
the many non-democratic allies of the United States. Working under the assump-
tion that the Soviet Union and its clients posed a severe military threat to the

United States and the rest of the ‘free world’, NSC-68 called for a massive buildup
of the American military. Given the global nature of the threat, moreover,
the report warned that the United States and its allies would have to counter the

expansion of communism anywhere in the world.
The sentiments of NSC-68 reflected the exaggerated anti-communism that was

sweeping the United States in the late 1940s and early 1950s. This virulent anti-
communism, which is known as McCarthyism after one of its leading prota-
gonists, Senator Joseph McCarthy (WI, Republican), had its roots in earlier
periods in American history; indeed, a ‘red scare’ had raged in the United States
in the aftermath of the First World War. Already in the late 1940s sensationalized
spy cases, including the trial of former high-ranking State Department official
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Alger Hiss, had raised the level of concern over domestic communists. However,
when McCarthy announced in February 1950, erroneously as it turned out, that
there were hundreds of ‘card-carrying’ communists in the State Department, he
managed to magnify what was already a widespread attack on civil liberties into
a witch-hunt. In the name of democracy, hundreds of Hollywood writers and
actors, government employees, professors and teachers were subsequently investi-
gated for possible communist sympathies. While the verdicts never led to
sentences equivalent to life in the gulags of the Soviet Union, many lives were
ruined. Thus, the early Cold War became in the United States a period of relative
conformity.

However, even with McCarthyism in full swing in the spring of 1950 the secret
recommendations of NSC-68 — effectively a tripling of the American defence
budget — were going to be difficult to sell to Congress. Until a ‘real’” military threat
appeared on the horizon, doomsday scenarios could only go so far in persuading
the American public that they needed to bear an additional tax burden in order
to defend the ‘free world” against communism. The solution, though, was not long
in coming, for the Cold War rapidly entered yet another stage.

The North Korean attack on South Korea of 25 June 1950 produced outrage
in the United States and around the world, galvanizing the Western alliance and
leading to the first serious ‘hot war’ of the Cold War. With the introduction of
American and other allied troops into the Korean peninsula and the later entry
of the PRC into the conflict, the world seemed, indeed, close to a Third World
War. While the direct impact of the events in Korea was most clearly felt in Asia,
its role as the first real conflict within the wider Cold War was crucial in influ-
encing the course of future American policy, the relations between Washington
and its West European allies, and the general mood in East—West relations.
In particular, the war resulted in a rapid militarization and subsequent global-
ization of the Cold War. In Western Europe conservative parties returned to power
and defence budgets began to escalate. Prompted by fears that the USSR
would attack in Europe while American troops were preoccupied in Korea, night-
mare scenarios about another world war escalated, leading the West European
governments to initiate plans for an independent EDC.

The United States, for its part, created the most wide-ranging alliance system
in the history of the world. This included bilateral pacts with Japan (1951), the
Philippines (1951), Spain (1952), South Korea (1953) and Taiwan (1954), and

muldilateral treaty organizations, such as in 1951 the Australian—New Zealand—
United States Pact (ANZUS), and in 1954 the South-East Asia Treaty Organ-
ization (SEATO) which committed Thailand, Pakistan and the Philippines
among other states to the defence of South-East Asia. In the Middle East, the
Baghdad Pact (consisting of Britain, Turkey, Pakistan, Iran and Iraq), which was
organized in 1955 without American membership, acted as the forerunner to
the establishment of the American-led Central Treaty Organization (CENTO).

With this proliferation of alliances and the acquisition of numerous military bases
from Greenland to North Africa and Japan, the United States was, indeed, keeping
a global watch on the assumed designs of the Warsaw Pact and the Sino-Soviet
alliance.

South-East Asia Treaty
Organization (SEATO)

An alliance organized in 1954
by Australia, France, Great
Britain, New Zealand,
Pakistan, the Philippines,
Thailand and the United
States. SEATO was created
after the Geneva conference
on Indochina to prevent
further communist gains in
the region. However, it proved
of little use in the Vietnam
‘War and was disbanded in
1977.

Warsaw Pact (Warsaw Treaty
Organization)

An alliance set up in 1955
under a mutual defence treaty
signed in Warsaw by Albania,
Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East
Germany, Hungary, Poland,
Romania and the Soviet
Union. The organization was
the Soviet bloc’s equivalent of
NATO. Albania formally
withdrew in 1968. The
Warsaw Pact was dissolved in
June 1991.
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détente

A term meaning the reduction
of tensions between states. It is
often used to refer to the
superpower diplomacy that
took place between the
inauguration of Richard
Nixon as the American
president in 1969 and the
Senate’s refusal to ratify SALT
I in 1980.
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That the Cold War was becoming a ‘total’ war became even clearer with the
strengthening of the Western economic embargo against the Soviet bloc. In 1949
the United States and its allies had already established CoCom (Co-ordinating
Committee) to underpin this process. The outbreak of the Korean War gave a
strong boost to the strengthening of export control legislation and agreements. In
the early 1950s CoCom became a means of synchronizing the Western powers’
trade policies so as to minimize the Sino-Soviet bloc’s ability to strengthen its
military capabilities through East—West trade. Propelled mainly by the United
States, the participating countries established a series of embargoes that pro-
hibited the export of various goods, from arms and ammunition to petroleum
and other ‘strategic raw materials’. It is important to note, though, that in this
field differences between the United States and its allies were in evidence from the
beginning: concerned over a political backlash from the USSR and/or possible
domestic discontent due to the loss of trade with Eastern Europe, West European
governments accepted CoCom merely as an informal set of ‘gentlemen’s agree-
ments’. Although differences in Western policies would begin to undermine the
US ability to keep a complete strategic embargo on the USSR and its allies,
CoCom acted, particularly in the 1950s, as a fairly effective means of limiting
East—West trade. Only in the 1960s, along with general criticism over American
policies and the rise of European détente, did serious cracks in the Western
embargo system begin to appear. By then, though, the general dynamics of the
Cold War had dramatically shifted.

Stability and revolts

With the death of Joseph Stalin in March 1953, the first chance to alleviate
the tensions that had produced the division of Europe and contributed to the
outbreak of the Korean War seemed to be at hand. In the years that followed, a
power struggle in the Kremlin resulted in a period of uncertainty that undoubtedly
affected the conduct of Soviet policy. The ‘thaw’ of the mid-1950s that followed
can thus in part be attributed to the competition within the Kremlin leadership
that pitted Stalin’s former lieutenants — most importantly men like Georgi
Malenkov, Lavrenti Beria, Nikita Khrushchev and Vyacheslav Molotov — against
each other. By the time Khrushchev eventually triumphed in this competition,
the Cold War had been transformed.

Indeed, the fact that Stalin’s death occurred only two months after Dwight D.
Eisenhower had taken over the White House added to collective hopes that an
opportunity for reshaping the Cold War had arrived. Although the former
supreme commander of NATO had campaigned for the White House on a tough
foreign policy agenda that promised to roll back communist power, early signs
that a détente was in the making were promising. At Stalin’s funeral in mid-March
the new Soviet leader, Georgi Malenkov, announced that there were no issues that
could not be decided using peaceful means. On 16 April 1953 President
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Eisenhower delivered his widely quoted ‘Chance for Peace’ speech, in which he
stressed the opportunities for reducing Ease—West tensions. Yet Eisenhower also
asked the Soviets to act through ‘deeds’ and not just ‘words’. Less than a month
later the ageing British prime minister, Winston Churchill, went a step further by
calling for an early Great Power summit without preconditions.

While Churchill did not get his wish in 1953, there were several practical

developments that signalled a move away from the uncompromising hostility that
had characterized the early 1950s. In June 1953 the Korean armistice was con-

cluded. In the spring of 1954 a number of key powers, including the United
States, France, the USSR and the PRC, agreed to a series of agreements in Geneva
that provided for the formal end of the French involvement in Indochina and,
some hoped, a permanent settlement of the subcontinent’s persistent wars. In
1955 the Austrian State Treaty resolved that country’s uncertain status — unlike

Germany, Austria was to be united and neutral. In addition, the Soviets withdrew
their troops from bases in Finland (Porkkala) and Manchuria (Port Arthur). In

1955 the USSR also restored normal diplomatic relations with Tito’s Yugoslavia
and, in 1956, abolished the Cominform. Amid all this diplomatic activity,
the British, French, Soviets and Americans held a summit in Geneva in the late
summer of 1955. Although lacking in practical progress on any of the contested
issues (such as Germany and possible limitations on the development of nuclear
arms), the Geneva summit raised hopes that the ‘spirit of Geneva would eventu-
ally be transformed into a launching pad for substantive agreements between
East and West.

Such hopes proved illusory. Not only did the nuclear arms race continue
unabated, but also the future of Germany remained a sensitive and divisive issue.
Already in June 1953 the Soviets had shown that, even in the aftermath of Stalin’s
death, they had no interest in relaxing their hold over East Germany. In that
month Soviet and East German forces crushed spontaneous uprisings throughout
the GDR. The German question thus remained a focal point of post-Stalin Soviet
policy, and an issue the new Soviet leadership was unlikely to compromise upon.
When West Germany was invited to join NATO a year later — after the long-
standing effort to create the EDC had failed — the Soviets retaliated in 1955 by
creating the Warsaw Pact.

Worse followed in 1956, when facing unrest in Hungary that threatened to
result in that country’s exit from the new alliance, the Soviets resorted to strong-
arm tactics again by using the Red Army to crush Hungarian hopes for neutrality
and democracy. At the time the Americans and their most important West
European allies, Britain and France, were preoccupied with the Suez crisis. Yet it
is hard to imagine that the Western response to Soviet repression in Hungary
would have been much different even in the absence of the Middle East imbroglio.
By protesting against Soviet activities and opening their doors to Hungarian
refugees, the West effectively indicated how the division of Europe was, in their
view, a de facto state of affairs not to be challenged through military means. While
anti-Soviet propaganda and various measures of psychological warfare escalated,
the costs of any direct intervention within the Soviet sphere were simply too high.
If anything, the thaw that characterized the European Cold War in the years

Great Powers

Traditionally those states that
were held capable of shared
responsibility for the
management of the
international order by virtue of
their military and economic
influence.

see Map 9.1

Suez Crisis

The failed attempt by Britain
and France in 1956 to take
advantage of a war between
Israel and Egypt by seizing
control of the Suez Canal and
bringing down the
government of Gamal Abdel
Nasser. It is often taken as a
symbol of the collapse of
European imperialism and the

rise of the Third World.
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de-Stalinization

The policy, pursued in most
communist states and among
most communist groups after
1956, of eradicating the
memory or influence of Stalin
and Stalinism. Initiated by the
Soviet Union under the
guidance of Nikita
Khrushchev.
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Map 9.1 The Cold War in Europe, 1955
Source: After Reynolds (1994)

following Stalin’s death thus ensured that external challenges to the legitimacy of
the Soviet hold in Eastern Europe were limited to verbal condemnations. Contrary
to what Eisenhower’s secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, had implied during
the American presidential campaign of 1952, there would be no aggressive effort
to ‘liberate’ Eastern Europe or ‘roll back’ communist power.

Not that propaganda and criticism of communist repression were necessarily
insignificant; in fact, the combination of de-Stalinization and American psy-
chological warfare may have been partly responsible for the uprising in Hungary.
One of the key causes of the revolts, however, was the Soviet effort to relax the
extreme suppression that had characterized the Stalin years. The Soviet leaders
who vied for a position of power in the aftermath of Stalin’s death did agree
upon one thing, that the personality cult and extreme repression that had charac-
terized the pre-1953 years should not continue. Thus, once Nikita Khrushchev
emerged from this power struggle as the key player, he moved to condemn Stalin’s
practices in his famous ‘secret speech’ at the Soviet Communist Party Congress
in early 1956 and effectively denounced the former dictator as a criminal.
Khrushchev then launched the Soviet Union upon an often unpredictable era of
internal reform. In the years that followed, many of those who had suffered during
Stalin’s purges were released from prison camps and had their reputations restored.
However, as is often the case, the promise of relaxation prompted demands for
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rapid transformation and, as in Hungary, an outright revolt against communism
and the Soviet Union.

In fact, perhaps the most accurate way to characterize the ‘thaw’ is to state that

it represented a period of reassessment in Soviet—American relations, stabilization
of the Cold War system in Europe and the emergence of competition (rather than

direct military confrontation) as the key form of waging the Cold War. Talk about
peaceful co-existence and competition between two systems characterized the

new rhetoric emanating, in particular, from the Kremlin. Nor was it just talk, for
by 1957 not only was Europe divided into two ‘geopolitical zones’ (with a few

l ics. Austria. Finland. Swed | Switzerland. in the middlo). |

the eastern and western parts of Europe had by and large become two separate

economic systems.

In Western Europe the movement, encouraged with some foreboding by the
United States, towards European integration gathered steam during the 1950s
with the formation of the EEC in 1957. Helped by an influx of American capital
and the successful working of the Bretton Woods system, the EEC’s economic
success further highlighted the division of Europe, while its institutional arrange-
ments marked the beginning of political integration. The development of Western
European integration was undoubtedly one of the most fundamental ‘side
effects’ of the Cold War. The various institutions, treaties and communities that
knit together the basic structure of the post-Cold War European Union repre-
sented a basic shift in inter-European relations. Whereas France and Germany,
for example, had previously been bitter rivals, they became, starting in the early
1950s, the two countries driving the integration process. With the signing
of the Treaty of Rome in 1957, the six nations of the ECSC formed the EEC
and EURATOM, which established a common market in nuclear materials (and
equal access to uranium stocks). In subsequent years, the EEC states introduced
further integration schemes, such as a Common Agricultural Policy, and moved
towards the gradual withdrawal of all existing tariff barriers between member
states. Although the process would continue throughout the rest of the twentieth
century, the successful integration of Western Europe during the Cold War
would succeed in uniting at least one half of the continent.

However, the EEC also exposed disagreements among West Europeans.
Britain, concerned about losing the remnants of its global influence to a European
body in which the French played a dominant role, preferred an arrangement
limited to trade issues (that is, reduction or removal of tariffs etc.) and chose to
remain outside the EEC. Instead the British, along with the Scandinavian
countries, Austria and Switzerland, formed the seven-nation European Free Trade
Association (EFTA) in 1960. The success of the EEC continued, though, to
expose the relative decline of the British economy, so that almost immediately after
the foundation of EFTA Britain applied for membership of the EEC. The debate
over the future course of European integration and Britain’s role in it continued
through the 1960s when the French, under Charles de Gaulle’s presidency, twice
vetoed British membership. However, the main question was not really whether
European integration should take place or whether Britain should be a member;
rather, the debate focused on the nature of integration. Later this debate and the

peaceful co-existence

An expression coined
originally by Trotsky to
describe the condition when
there are pacific relations
between states with differing
social systems and competition
takes place in fields other than
war. The idea was vital to
Soviet diplomacy particularly
after the death of Stalin.

see Chapter 21

Bretton Woods

The site of an inter-Allied
conference held in 1944 to
discuss the post-war
international economic order.
The conference led to the
establishment of the IMF and
the World Bank. In the post-
war era the links between
these two institutions, the
establishment of GATT and
the convertibility of the dollar
into gold were known as the
Bretton Woods system. After
the dollar’s devaluation in
1971 the world moved to a
system of floating exchange
rates.
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success of Europe’s economic integration would lead to a number of challenges to
American leadership.

The American attitude towards European integration itself shifted during the

Cold War While the Truman and Fisenhower administrations were keen

supporters of European unity — political, military and economic — and pressed

the British to join the EEC early on, such unequivocal support turned in the

1960s into a profound ambivalence. In part, Americans worried over the apparent

French effort to drive a wedge between a resurgent Europe and the United States.
In addition, Washington was concerned about the growing economic strength of
the EEC which, alongside the emergence of Japan as a major economic power,
had the potential to lead to trade wars and to increase the political divergence

between the United States and its European partners. Ultimately, Americans
worried that an independent Europe would launch an independent détente with

the Soviet bloc and that the Soviets would use every opportunity to promote

In Eastern Europe the Soviet Union met the challenges to its authority in East
Germany, Poland and Hungary either by strengthening its grip (as in East
Germany and Hungary) or by allowing some additional autonomy in internal
matters (Poland). All in all, even though violent crackdowns took place, the
uniformity that had been the general characteristic of the late Stalin years —
together with the terror that had been the central means of achieving it — was not
nearly as evident in Eastern Europe during the Khrushchev era. The Soviet Union
relied increasingly on the structural arrangements, such as the Warsaw Pact and
COMECON, to keep its sphere intact. However, by doing so, the Soviets were
gradually faced with an increasing amount of ‘deviation’ as countries such as
Romania moved to emphasize their independent policies and develop ties to the
West. Whatever the repressive counteractions of the USSR, Khrushchev and the
‘thaw’ of the mid-1950s thus managed to erode even further the myth of
monolithic communism. Soon it would be shattered altogether, as the Soviet

Union and China moved towards confrontation.

In the end, though, the hopes for a permanent relaxation of East—West tensions
in the mid-1950s proved to be misplaced, for the thaw turned out to be but a
brief interlude. By the time Khrushchev confirmed his position as the head of
the Soviet Union in the summer of 1957 (when he survived an attempt to topple
him), the Cold War had, in effect, become a long ‘twilight struggle’ that was being
fought on all fronts through a mixture of confrontation and competition.

A wasting asset? Nuclear weapons

The Soviet—American rivalry over nuclear weapons was the issue that, above all
others, symbolized the bipolarity of the Cold War. In the first half of the 1950s
the balance stood clearly in America’s favour for, although it had lost its nuclear
monopoly in 1949, the United States seemed to be consistently one step ahead of
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its rival. Because of this edge, the Eisenhower administration relied heavily on
nuclear weapons and the notion of massive retaliation — the idea that the United
States was willing to retaliate with nuclear weapons even in response to small-scale
conventional Soviet attacks — as a way of deterring possible Soviet military moves.
The ‘New Look’ (as the overall policy was called) had the attraction of reducing
the need to expand American and NATO conventional forces to match the level
of their Soviet and Warsaw Pact counterparts. In 1955, for example, the United
States had about 2.9 million men in arms compared with the Soviets’ 5.7 million.
Reliance on nuclear weapons also had another advantage: it allowed the United
States to keep its military budget from mushrooming, something the Soviet Union
picked up on and effectively copied in the late 1950s.

The problem was that massive retaliation could work only as long as the

perception of American nuclear superiority, as well as the reality, existed. By late
1957 that was no longer the case. Between August and October of that year the

Soviets stunned the world by launching their first inter-continental ballistic
missile (ICBM) and by sending Sputnik, the first man-made satellite, into space.

Given that the Americans had twice failed in 1957 to launch their Atlas ICBM,
it seemed that a sudden shift in rocket technology and intelligence capabilities had
taken place. As a result, the Eisenhower administration was placed under siege, as
critics began to talk about a ‘missile gap’ in the Soviets’ favour. Many cited the
Gaither Report, a 1957 study that called for massive additional defence spending,
as the guideline to be followed in responding to the new Soviet challenge. That

American rocket scientists (headed by such former German scientists as Werner
von Braun) succeeded in launching the first American satellite into space in
January 1958 did little to calm increasing fears that the United States had lost, ot

was about to lose, its scientific edge to the USSR.
In reality, the Soviets had only scored a short-term propaganda victory, for the

missile capabilities of the United States far exceeded those of the USSR. But there
were two problems. First, no matter that the numerical balance favoured the United
States, the sheer existence of Soviet ICBMs turned the long-standing fear that the
USSR might one day be able to hit American territory with nuclear weapons into
a frightening reality. Hence, threatening to strike the Soviets with nuclear weapons
if they launched a conventional military attack on Western Europe became less
credible; this, in turn, undermined the whole concept of massive retaliation.
Second, although the Eisenhower administration knew of Americas continued
superiority, the means by which such intelligence was gathered made it difficulg, if
not impossible, to publicize it. Eisenhower had gone on record denying that the
United States spied on the USSR, but in reality high-tech U-2 spy planes were
regularly flying over Soviet airspace gathering intelligence on military installations.
As it was unwilling to acknowledge this publicly, the American administration
could thus not make a strong case against further missile development; the Soviets,
in the meantime, made the new technological advances a centrepiece of their
propaganda effort. ‘Socialist science’, Khrushchev would repeatedly argue, was not
only equal to but had overtaken ‘capitalist science’.

In such a situation it was no wonder that calls for a new American defence
doctrine were heeded. John E Kennedy, who narrowly defeated Richard Nixon in

massive retaliation

A strategy of military counter-
attack prevalent in the United
States during the Eisenhower
administration, whereby the
United States threatened to
react to any type of military
offensive by the Soviets or the
Chinese with the use of
nuclear weapons. The strategy
began to lose its credibility as
the Soviets developed a
substantial nuclear capability
in the late 1950s.

inter-continental ballistic
missile (ICBM)

Any supersonic missile that
has a range of at least 6,500
kilometres and follows a
ballistic trajectory after
launching. The
Soviet—American SALT I
Agreements limited the
number of ICBMs that each
side could have.

U-2 spy planes

An American high-altitude
reconnaissance aircraft used to
fly over Soviet and other
hostile territories.
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decolonization

The process whereby an
imperial power gives up its
formal authority over its
colonies.

Third World

A collective term of French
origin for those states that are
part of neither the developed
capitalist world nor the
communist bloc. It includes
the states of Latin America,
Africa, the Middle East, South
Asia and South-East Asia. Also
referred to as ‘the South’ in

contrast to the developed
‘North'.
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the 1960 presidential race, moved rapidly towards abandoning the New Look and
massive retaliation. Even though his administration was later forced to ‘admic that
the missile gap was, in fact, in Americas favour, Kennedy adopted a more
expensive defence doctrine (Flexible Response) that emphasized not only the
development of nuclear weapons but additional spending on conventional and
non-conventional forces.

There was, however, much more behind the shift in American military
docrrines than the sudden launch of Soviet satellites and ICBMs, for the
Americans were also responding to a sudden explosion of new potential trouble
spots around the world. The Korean War and the decision to aid the French war
effort in Indochina had been but the first expressions of the expansive view
American leaders were beginning to take of their country’s national interests in
the Cold War. In effect, the shifting American military doctrine was part of the
American decision to globalize the Cold War in response to the instability created
by the rapid decolonization process of the 1940s and 1950s. By the late 1950s
the picture was, indeed, disheartening. Between 1946 and 1960 thirty-seven
former colonies became independent in Africa, Asia and the Middle East; by
1958 twenty-eight guerrilla wars were under way in these areas. Not only that, but
the Soviet Union, under Khrushchev’s leadership, presented itself as the champion
of the ‘wars of national liberation’ and openly advocated socialism as a solution
to economic and political problems that were endemic in the Third World.
Nuclear weapons, it was clear, could have lictle practical use in the struggle over
influence in these areas.

Culture and propaganda

The beginning of the space age coincided with an accelerated propaganda war
between the United States and the Soviet Union. From the Soviet perspective, in
fact, one of the chief causes of the Hungarian uprising and other unrest in Eastern
Europe had been Western propaganda. Indeed, through such mediums as Radio
Free Europe, the Americans had waged an active psychological warfare effort
inside the Iron Curtain. The major goal had been straightforward: to encourage

dissent towards communism and the tendency towards nationalism in order to
incite the East European countries to move towards acts of independence similar

to that of Tito’s Yugoslavia.
However, the Soviet crackdown on Hungary indicated the dangers of openly

challenging Moscow’s supremacy. Thus, in the second half of the 1950s the
cultural Cold War began to take a different form. Rather than stressing the
negative, both sides now focused on the positive elements and achievements
of their respective systems. While the Soviets bragged about their most recent
technological achievements such as Sputnik, and ‘sold’ the socialist model to
the newly independent countries as an antidote to imperialism, the Americans
targeted Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union through a campaign of cultural
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infiltration. In effect, the American government sponsored the export of American
mass culture to the Eastern bloc hoping that it would, however gradually, help to
erode the prevailing totalitarian conformity and the stranglehold of the com-
munist parties.

The early breakthroughs in this programme included a 1958 Soviet—American
Cultural Agreement and a six-week American National Exhibition in Moscow in
the summer of 1959. The exhibition is best known as the stage for the so-called
‘kitchen debate’ between Khrushchev and the American vice-president, Richard
Nixon, in July 1959. While visiting the exhibition the two leaders sipped Pepsi-
Cola and Nixon bragged about the latest products of the American consumer
society. Among these were a number of kitchen gadgets that made household work
much easier in the United States. While Khrushchev appeared unimpressed, the
display of American consumer products clearly illustrated to the large crowds of
Soviet citizens who visited the exhibition (which ran for six weeks) the material
attractions of Western capitalism. In the long term, as films, exchange pro-
grammes, music, clothes and other products of the American consumer society
gradually filtered into the Soviet bloc, the National Exhibition can be seen as one
of the opening shots in an American effort to undermine confidence in the
socialist system through peaceful means. In essence, Americans were no longer
focusing on anti-Soviet diatribes but on selling the positive benefits of the
‘American way of life’. While impossible to measure, such a long-term ‘cultural
offensive’ could not have been inconsequential in gradually fostering dissent
towards authoritarian conformity.

The American campaign to win ‘the hearts and minds” of East Europeans was
matched by efforts to persuade West Europeans that they were an integral part of
the same shared system of democratic values as the United States. Indeed, the
United States made a strenuous effort to ‘educate’ West Europeans not only about
the ‘evils’ of communism but about the ‘community of interests’ and ‘cultural
heritage’ that was at the root of the transatlantic bond. The cultural campaigns in
Western Europe began with the ‘re-education’ of West Germans and Austrians
during the 1940s. However, with the launching of the Marshall Plan a genuine
government-sponsored effort, supported by numerous private initiatives, sold
America as the example for the Europeans to follow. By helping Hollywood to
reclaim its markets in post-war Europe, by defending American notions of free
trade, by flooding Europe with American consumer products, by funding various
exchange programmes (such as the Fulbright scholarly exchanges), and even by
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) sponsorship of such organizations of European
intellectuals as the Congress for Cultural Freedom (founded in June 1950, the
same month as the Korean War broke out), the United States made a consistent
effort to influence the European view of America and the debates about Europe’s
role in the Cold War.

One of the reasons for this effort was the fact that West European communists
were not the only ones criticizing NATO and American policy. Indeed, while
various communist-inspired ‘peace conferences’ failed to make much impact on
West European public opinion in the 1950s, a persistent neutralist sentiment,
strong particularly in France, remained a constant scourge of American efforts to
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gain unwavering European support for its policies. Indeed, the failure of the
American efforts to unify political opinion in Europe played a role in enabling
such independent-minded leaders as Charles de Gaulle to break ranks, if only in
a limited way, with the United States in the 1960s.

In the end, much as in the Soviet bloc, American cultural programmes were
relatively unsuccessful when they were geared towards explicit advocacy of specific
policies. However, the spread of American popular culture and consumer products
was so pervasive that it is hard to escape the conclusion that alongside the existing
political, economic and military agreements, the transatlantic alliance between
the United States and Western Europe was further strengthened by the rela-
tive ‘Americanization’ of the old continent. Even as European intellectuals at
times criticized the influx of consumer products from across the Adantic, the
general public found little to fault in enhanced access to American-style fast food,
clothes, music or films. While some of its policies may have invited resentment,
the general lifestyle of the United States was certainly something that most West
Europeans were ready to emulate. Moreover, the fact that an increasing number
of East Germans were willing to risk their lives in order to benefit from such
consumerism and personal freedoms created the last major European crisis of the

first Cold War.

The Berlin Wall

In the late 1950s the Soviet—American relationship began to sour once again. In
Europe, the focus of the confrontation was Berlin, where Americans, British and
French forces retained their post-war control over the western part of the city. In
November 1958 Khrushchev suddenly demanded the evacuation of the Western
allies’ garrisons from Berlin by the following summer, threatening that otherwise
the USSR would sign a separate peace treaty with the GDR. Such unilateral
action, in turn, would mean that the Western powers would either have to
recognize the GDR and negotiate an access agreement with it, or accept the
absorption of Berlin into East Germany. Neither alternative was appealing: the
former would have created a crisis with the FRG, while the latter was likely to
spark a serious confrontation, unless the Western Powers were willing to yield
Berlin to the East and suffer a severe blow to their prestige.

Khrushchev’s ultimatum had several objectives. First, it was a response to
growing GDR demands to cut the brain drain of talented young East Germans
via the open access route from East to West Berlin. Pushed by the lack of
opportunity in East Germany and pulled by the prosperity in West Germany,
thousands of young East Germans were by this stage taking advantage of the one
remaining hole in the Iron Curtain. Indeed, not only was the GDR deprived of
many of its most promising and best-educated citizens, but the constant
movement from East to West was also providing welcome propaganda to Konrad
Adenauer’s West German government and its American supporters. Accordingly,


Dr Anam Butt
Underline


THE ‘FIRST" COLD WAR

the secondary aim of the Berlin ultimatum was to cause some rifts in the close
(from the Soviet perspective disturbingly so) American—West German rela-
tionship. Finally, the Soviets hoped to create doubts within NATO at a time when
the Alliance was considering whether to deploy medium-range missiles in Western
Europe. Confident that the increasing Soviet nuclear capability would raise doubts
about the reliability of an American deterrent, Khrushchev thus seized the
opportunity both to solve an embarrassing local problem and to alter the delicate
balance in Europe in the Soviet Union’s favour.

Ironically, the end result of the prolonged Berlin crisis was a propaganda defeat
for the Soviets and East Germans, and a reaffirmation of the status quo in Europe,
for the United States and the West European Powers simply rejected Khrushchev’s
ultimatum. Moreover, he could not make any progress on the issue when he met
with President Eisenhower at the Camp David summit in September 1959. The
first Soviet leader to visit the United States, Khrushchev instead seemed to
abandon the controversial issue for the time being in favour of friendly banter.
The following year, however, Khrushchev’s tone changed again. In May 1960 he
stormed out of the Four-Power Paris Summit meeting that had been convened in
order to deal with such unresolved issues as the Berlin question. The Soviet
premier cited as his reason a series of American U-2 spy flights, one of which had
been shot down (and the pilot, Francis Gary Powers, captured and tried) shortly
prior to the summit, and demanded that Eisenhower publicly apologize for such
violations of Soviet airspace. The American president, who had probably hoped
to end his presidency on a hopeful note, left office early the following year with
the Cold War in full flow.

In 1961, as Khrushchev came under increasing pressure both at home and
abroad to live up to his tough rhetoric, the new US president, John E Kennedy,
was left to deal with the climax of the Berlin crisis. With more than 100,000 East
Germans fleeing via Berlin in the first half of 1961, it was clear that the issue had
to be settled. However, with both sides under pressure to remain tough, the
Soviet—-American summit in Vienna in June 1961 accomplished little. Hence,
the war of words intensified: Khrushchev set the end of 1961 as the deadline
for a solution; Kennedy shot back by reaffirming America’s commitment to
West Berlin and asking Congtess to increase defence expenditure. As tensions
mounted the Soviets and East Germans resorted to the only solution that was
unlikely to provoke an open military confrontation: on 13 August 1961 East
German police forces started to construct a barbed-wire fence separating East and
West Berlin. They soon followed this up by erecting a concrete wall. Access
between East and West Berlin was soon restricted to a number of tightly controlled
checkpoints.

The building of the Berlin Wall had mixed effects. In the short term, it diffused
the crisis by removing its source, for East Germans now found it virtually
impossible to move to the West via Berlin. The Western Powers, including the
United States, protested but they did not attempt to remove the wall, realizing
that this would risk war. As a result, the Berlin question, while by no means solved,
soon occupied a far less central position as a source of Cold War tension. In a sense,
the Berlin Wall thus symbolized the acceptance of the status quo in Europe by
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total war
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both sides. To the West, Berlin was clearly not an adequate cause for going to war.
To the Soviets, West Berlin’s existence was acceptable as long as it no longer
drained the best and the brightest from the GDR. However, Khrushchev’s
decision to build the wall was also indicative of the tightrope act that the Soviet
premier was performing. On the one hand, he had been pressed by his East
German allies to take action, but on the other hand, he was no more eager than
Kennedy was to risk a nuclear exchange. In Berlin, at least, a stability of sorts —
however bizarre a concrete wall dividing the former capital of the Third Reich
was in the nuclear age — had set in.

In the long run, however, the more significant symbolic value of the wall was
not the stability it seemed to provide, but the way in which it clarified for all to
see the differences between the two political systems it separated. As Cold War
propaganda wars continued, the West never stopped using to its advantage the
fact that the East had had to build a wall to keep its people in. Over subsequent
decades the Berlin Wall became #be symbol of the Cold War’s endurance, and the

ultimate unanswerable indictment of communism.

Conclusion

When Germany surrendered on 7 May 1945 the process leading to the post-war
division of Europe had already begun. Three months earlier, at Yalta, the leaders
of Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union had failed to produce a
workable solution for post-war Europe. In the months and years that followed,
Europe, and eventually much of the rest of the world, became increasingly
divided. In the process, Germany, the old enemy, was partitioned into two halves,
the FRG and the GDR. On a broader scale, this was replicated by the Iron Curtain
that divided communist Eastern Europe from non-communist Western Europe
until the late 1980s. On both sides of the divide various measures of economic
integration, military buildup and political co-operation (or domination) set in
motion a process that for the next forty-five years effectively separated the
European continent into two opposing blocs, each with its own military
organization (NATO and the Warsaw Pact). While the Cold War in Europe never
transformed itself into a hot war, it did, effectively, become a total war using every
other means possible. For European countries, neutrality, while theoretically
possible, became the privilege of the few and the small.

On a lesser scale, the division of Europe was symbolized by the quadripartite
control of the victorious Powers over Berlin. Indeed, it was Berlin that remained
the focal point of tension in much of the first decade and a half of the Cold War.
In 1948-49 it was the scene of the Berlin blockade, and in 1961 the Soviets,
worried about the corrosive political and economic impact of a large flood of East
Germans to West Germany, built the Berlin Wall. But it also became a stabilizer
of sorts, for after the wall was built, the ‘German question’, while a continued
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point of contention between the United States and the Soviet Union, seemed to
lose some of its central character. This was hardly an accident, for by the late 1950s
and early 1960s the Cold War contest in Europe appeared less likely to provoke
an open East—West (or Soviet—American) confrontation than the numerous
regional hot spots produced by rapid decolonization. Moreover, while new sources
of tension appeared from Cuba to the Congo to Vietnam, the dangers of the
nuclear age were making an open confrontation between the United States and
the Soviet Union seemingly unthinkable.

The period from the surrender of Germany in 1945 to the building of the
Berlin Wall in 1961 thus saw the dramatic onset and the uneasy stabilization of
the Cold War in Europe. Indeed, by the early 1960s, the Cold War division of
Europe was taken almost as the normal state of affairs. Thus, however abnormal
it might seem to build a wall to divide the once-proud centre of Hidler’s Third
Reich, in reality it only confirmed the division of Europe that had emerged at
rapid pace after Germany’s surrender. But at the same time as that confirmation
took place, the contest between the East and the West — and ultimately between
the United States and the Soviet Union — was about to enter another phase, which
would be dramatically highlighted by an ‘eyeball-to-eyeball’ confrontation in
October 1962.
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CHAPTER TEN

Asia in turmoil:
nationalism, revolution
and the rise of the
Cold War, 1945 -53

Introduction

When the Second World War reached its conclusion in 1945, the devastation was
by no means limited to the European continent, for in Asia too destruction
stretched far and wide. Moreover, just as the defeat of Germany led to a power
vacuum in Europe and the start of Cold War tensions, so the capitulation of Japan
on 15 August 1945 led to chaos and revolution in Asia. Over the next decade a
new international order very different to that which had existed before the Pacific
War slowly emerged from the wreckage. In South and South-East Asia indigenous
nationalist movements freed themselves from the European colonial presence and
a number of new independent states emerged. Meanwhile China, following the
victory of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) over the Guomindang (GMD),
emerged once again as a regional Great Power, while Japan eschewed imperialist
expansionism to concentrate on economic growth.

However, this tendency for Asian peoples to gain greater control over their own
destiny was to be compromised by another development, namely the arrival of the
Cold War in the region. The establishment of the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) in 1949 meant not only that China was now united under a strong
centralized state, but that it was ruled by a communist government with close
political and military ties to the Soviet Union. Fearing that such a regime posed
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Pacific War

The phrase usually used to
refer to the Allied war against
Japan from 1941 to 1945.

Guomindang (GMD)

The Chinese Nationalist party
founded in 1913 by Sun
Yatsen. Under the control of
Jiang Jieshi, it came to power
in China in 1928 and initiated
a modernization programme
before leading the country
into war against Japan in
1937. It lost control over
mainland China in 1949 as a
result of the communist
victory in the civil war. From
1949 it controlled Taiwan,
overseeing the island’s
‘economic miracle’, until its
electoral defeat in 2000.

Great Powers

Traditionally those states that
were held capable of shared
responsibility for the manage-
ment of the international order
by virtue of their military and
economic influence.
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People’s Republic of China
(PRC)

The official name of
communist or mainland
China. The PRC came into
existence in 1949 under the
leadership of Mao Zedong.

containment

The term coined by George
Kennan for the American, and
broadly Western, policy
towards the Soviet Union (and
communism in general). The
overall idea was to contain the
USSR (that is, keep it within
its current borders) with the
hope that internal division,
failure or political evolution
might end the perceived threat
from what was considered a
chronically expansionist force.

decolonization

The process whereby an
imperial power gives up its
formal authority over its
colonies.

Congress

Shorthand for the Indian
National Congress, a
nationalist party first formed
in India in 1885. Congress
played the most important
role in bringing about Indian
independence in 1947 and
since then has been one of the
major political parties in
Indian politics.
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a danger to its economic and strategic interests in the region, the United States
reacted to this apparent threat by introducing a policy of containment similar to
that which already existed in Europe. Thus, from 1949, East and South-East Asia
became the second most important battleground in the global Cold War.

The encroachment of the Cold War and its attendant reductionist logic was to
have a profound effect on Asia. Indeed, in some ways the ideological conflict for
control of the continent was to become even more dangerous than the parallel
events in Europe. After all, Asia, unlike Europe, witnessed two ‘hot wars’, in Korea
and Vietnam, which had the potential to develop into global conflagrations. The
volatility of the Cold War in Asia came about precisely because it was an area
where nationalism was on the march and where new unstable states were coming
into existence. As a result, the United States and the communist bloc entered into
adeadly competition for clients, established either bilateral or multilateral alliance
systems, and, in order to win or guarantee loyalty, distributed large amounts of
military and economic aid. Uncommitted states were pressed to align themselves,
with both the East and West declaring that there could be no neutrality in the
conflict between communism and democracy. So rigid was this belief that
Washington even felt it necessary to support colonial Powers against the challenges
posed by left-wing national liberation movements. The result, not surprisingly,
was a largely polarized Asia and the development of two armed camps. However,
some states refused to be coerced into line and instead sought to free themselves
from the shackles of bipolarity. Rejecting the Cold War paradigm, they asserted
that the priority in Asia was the final removal of colonialism, and that America’s
insistence on the importance of containing communism was leading it to protect
European imperialism and to act as an imperialist itself.

The end of the Raj

In the aftermath of the Pacific War, the first clear sign that a new Asia was
emerging from the ashes of that conflict came in 1947 with the most dramatic act
of decolonization yet to take place — the end of British rule in India. During the
inter-war period Britain had attempted to use both coercion and concession in
equal measure in its efforts to remain in India. However, by the end of the Second
World War this policy was no longer attractive or feasible. India was now in a
state of expectation following the promises of independence that had been made
during the war, and, moreover, was in danger of breaking down into inter-
communal violence. This was because, while the Congress Party’s leaders had been
imprisoned, the leading voice of the Islamic community, the Muslim League, had
strengthened its position to the extent that it could now effectively veto any
arrangement for the transfer of power that was against its interests. In such a
volatile situation it was clear that if Britain wished to reassert its control and once
again drag out its withdrawal, it would have to pay a high price both financially
and militarily. Britain, under the new Labour government of Clement Attlee, was
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in no mood to make such a commitment. After all, Britain’s economic interests
in India had been in decline for a number of years and the hope existed that
independence would not entirely sever the connection with the subcontinent,
rather that India would accept Dominion status and become an active member
of the Commonwealth.

Accordingly, from 1946 Britain began actively to negotiate a transfer of power,
but this did not prove to be an easy matter, for when independence was granted
in August 1947 it was not to one unitary state, but to two — India and Pakistan.
The partition of India occurred because Congress and the Muslim League had
fundamentally incompatible ideas about how to constitute a single successor state
to British rule. Put simply, the Muslim League desired a weak political centre and
the devolution of power to groups of provinces, which would allow the Muslim-
majority areas a good deal of autonomy, while Congress sought the construction
of a strong centralized state in order to achieve its social and economic goals. With
neither side willing to compromise and the country on the brink of chaos, the
easiest solution was partition. The result was that the Muslim-majority areas of
Baluchistan, Sind, the North-West Frontier, the western half of the Punjab and
the eastern half of Bengal were amalgamated into the state of Pakistan under
the premiership of the leader of the Muslim League, Muhammad Ali Jinnah.
Meanwhile India gained its independence under the leadership of Jawaharlal
Nehru, the head of the Congress Party. Moreover, it quickly added to its territorial
area by bribing or coercing the heads of the Princely States to merge their states
into India.

The actual partition process was a painful one, for in the Punjab and Bengal
those who found themselves on the wrong side of the religious divide were forced
to flee for their lives and hundreds of thousands were killed. Another terrible
legacy was left in one of the largest of the Princely States, Kashmir, whose Hindu
ruler decided to merge his kingdom into India, even though 70 per cent of the
population was Muslim. Pakistan was naturally furious at this outcome, although
its protests reflected the province’s strategic importance as much as its
demography, for it had no desire to see India control the headwaters of the Indus.
However, Nehru rejected Pakistan’s claim to the province, stating that the religious
affiliation of the population was of no matter as India was a secular state. The
outcome was a brief war in 1948 and a lingering dispute that has at regular
intervals brought conflict to the subcontinent.

Despite the unintended appearance of two successor states, the independence
of India was an event of great importance for Asia, for it symbolized and further
stimulated the desire to rid the continent of European colonialism. Moreover, in
the figure of Nehru it produced an eloquent spokesman for the interests of Asian
peoples. However, in the other major area of Asia still under colonial rule, South-
East Asia, the road to independence was to prove considerably more complex.
Unlike India, this region saw a power vacuum develop at the end of the Pacific
War, which had important implications for the return of colonial power.
Furthermore, in contrast to the subcontinent, its mineral wealth made it a vital
pawn in the growing ideological confrontation between the Western Powers and
the Soviet Union.

Dominion

A completely self-governing
colony which is freely
associated with the mother
country. Within the British
Empire, the Dominions were
Australia, Canada, the Irish
Free State (1922—49), New
Zealand and South Africa.

Commonwealth, The

An organization of
independent self-governing
states linked by their common
ties to the former British
Empire.

Princely States

The states in British India that
remained formally under the
control of local rulers rather
than direct British
administration. They included
states such as Hyderabad and
Kashmir.

Kashmir

Province in the north-west of
the Indian subcontinent.
Although mainly Muslim in
population, the Hindu ruler in
1947 declared his allegiance to
India. Pakistan reacted by
seizing control of some of the
province. Divided ever since
by what is known as the Line
of Control, Kashmir has been
a perpetual sore in Indo-
Pakistani relations. Terrorist
campaigns by Islamic militants
in the 1990s led the two
countries to the brink of war
on a number of occasions.
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Viet Minh

Vietnamese, communist-led
organization whose forces
fought against the Japanese
and the French in Indochina.
Headed by Ho Chi Minh, the
Viet Minh was officially in
existence from 1941 to 1951.

see Chapter 12
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Nationalism and independence in South-East Asia

As in other areas of the world, the Second World War had a profound effect on
South-East Asia. In particular, the humiliating defeats that Japan inflicted on the
imperial Powers in 194142 dealt a severe blow to European prestige. This effect
was then compounded by Japan’s ambivalent record as an occupying power, which
saw it offering nominal independence to the local elites in Burma, the East Indies
and the Philippines, while at the same time ruling with such a harsh hand that it
stimulated the rise of nationalist-based resistance movements in all the countries
it subjugated. In this environment the nationalist movements, which had
struggled to make much impact in the pre-war period, began to flourish.

When the war ended in 1945 the strength of indigenous nationalism meant
that it was extremely difficult for colonial rule to be re-established. Even Britain,
the strongest of the European Powers, did not find the task easy. Building on the
precedent set in India in 1947, in January 1948 it granted independence to
Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and Burma, both of which had made substantial constitutional
progress in the inter-war period. In the case of Burma, it was clear that any other
choice would have involved Britain in a debilitating effort to maintain order,
which the decreasing economic benefits derived from controlling the colony
would not warrant. Meanwhile in Malaya, which was of much greater economic
importance owing to its position as one of the empire’s major dollar earners
through its exports of rubber and tin, Britain attempted to make its rule more
efficient through constitutional reform. In 1948 it introduced a new federal
governmental system that provided for strong central government control over
security and finance, but also a degree of local autonomy for the Malay-dominated
sultanates.

Holland and France proved to be less accommodating to the forces of
nationalism than their British counterparts. Both had suffered a marked loss of
prestige during the war, both in Europe and in Asia, and therefore saw the
restoration of their possessions in South-East Asia as vital to their national
rehabilitation. Both, however, met with strong resistance when they attempted
to reassert their control. In the Dutch East Indies the Japanese had directly
encouraged Indonesian nationalism by liberating leaders such as Sukarno and
Hatta from Dutch custody and allowing the development of an indigenous
militia. When the Japanese surrendered in August 1945 the nationalists were
therefore ready to take advantage of the power vacuum to establish a Republic of
Indonesia and were determined to stop the Dutch from returning. In Indochina,
the opposition to the French came from the Viet Minh, a communist-led resis-
tance movement against the Japanese, which in September 1945 declared the
independence of Vietnam. In both areas the uncompromising attitudes displayed
by both colonialists and subjects meant that a mutually acceptable political
settlement was impossible, and thus wars of national liberation broke out.

These two conflicts had a significant effect on the region. Britain had hoped
that, in the aftermath of the Pacific War, it could use its position as the pre-
dominant Power in the region to encourage economic integration in South-East
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Asia. It believed that this would produce stability and a quick restoration of the
region’s favourable trade balance with the United States, which would, in turn,
assist the economic recovery of the colonial Powers themselves. However, the
fighting in the East Indies and Indochina frustrated this process and, as South-
East Asia’s economy and food distribution system remained mired in chaos,
political disturbances soon spread throughout the region. The most disturb-
ing aspect of this growing unrest was that in 1948 indigenous communists outside
Indochina began to take advantage of the situation. In March communists plunged
newly independent Burma into civil war, in June the Malayan Communist Party
began an armed struggle against British rule, and in September the Indonesian
Communist Party launched a failed coup in Java against Sukarno’s government.
The region thus appeared to be on the edge of political breakdown.

This was, not surprisingly, a matter of great concern for the colonial Powers,
but it also became a worry for the United States. Since 1945 the Truman
administration had attempted to distance itself from events in the region, merely
indicating a general, if vague, desire that the European colonial Powers should
allow greater self-government following the American example in the Philippines,
which had been granted its independence in July 1946. However, in 1948
American thinking began to shift drastically. This was due largely to the realization
that the raw materials, such as rubber and tin, that the region exported to the
United States acted as one of the few ways in which key European states such as
Britain and France could earn American dollars. The stability of South-East Asia
therefore became linked to the main priority of the United States, the economic
revival of Western Europe. Accordingly, when communist insurrections began in
Burma, Malaya and Indonesia, American policy-makers assumed that these were
not merely responses to local conditions but rather a co-ordinated campaign
directed by Moscow designed to strike at one of the West’s weakest links.

As a result of such thinking, the United States began to take a higher profile in
a region that it had previously been content to see under British tutelage. Its main
aim was to stem the communist tide. This involved it in what might seem to be
contradictory policies, for in some areas it acted to expedite decolonization but
in others it helped to perpetuate colonialism. The main focus of its effort to
encourage decolonization was the Dutch East Indies. By 1948 the Dutch had still
not come to terms with Indonesian nationalism, but their attempts to strangle
the Republic of Indonesia had only succeeded in alienating world opinion and
wasting their own scarce resources. Believing that the Dutch were involved in a
fruitless and dangerous exercise, Washington’s solution to this problem, safe in the
knowledge that the Indonesian leaders were anti-communist, was to urge the
Dutch to withdraw. In April 1949, after American threats to end economic and
military aid, Holland finally conceded defeat and Indonesia moved towards full
independence.

In regard to Indochina the United States took a very different tack, which was
to put it firmly on the side of the imperialists rather than the forces of Asian
nationalism. The situation in Indochina was not as simple as in Indonesia, for
France was a vital European ally that could not be coerced in the same way as
Holland. Moreover, the Viet Minh, although nominally a united front, was clearly
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under the control of the communists. American policy therefore tolerated the
continuation of the French presence and even, albeit reluctantly, paid lip service
to the latter’s half-hearted gesture towards Vietnamese nationalism in the shape
of the nominally autonomous Bao Dai regime.

The situation in South-East Asia in 1949 was therefore that, although much
of the region had achieved independence, in one key area — Indochina — the
advance of Asian nationalism had been thwarted. It was not, however, only the
reverberations of the developing Cold War in Europe that had led to this outcome,
for South-East Asia’s destiny was also being moulded by events far closer to home.
Already by the late 1940s East Asia was developing into a second front in the Cold
War, a process that was completed in 1949 with the emergence of a communist
regime in China.

The Chinese Civil War

In order to understand the development of the Cold War in Asia, it is first
necessary to look at the respective interests of the superpowers in the region. At

sought to provide themselves with greater security in the East Asian and west
Pacific regions. For Stalin, this meant a reversal of the outcome of the Russo-

Japanese War, that is, the return of the southern half of Sakhalin, possession of
the Kurile Islands, the re-establishment of a sphere of influence in Manchuria
and use of naval bases in Korea. The United States, for its part, tried to ensure
that there would be no more ‘Pearl Harbors'. It therefore established trusteeships
over what had been the Japanese mandates in the west Pacific, and most

importantly, through its occupation of Japan, sought to transform its former

enemy into a demilitarized and democratic state that would never again threaten
he | ronal ord

To a degree, the security concerns of the superpowers contained within them
the seeds of strategic competition, particularly in regard to the future of Japan
and Korea. In the case of the United States, one could even say that by occupy-
ing Japan it inherited the strat