With at least three countries in mind, compare and contrast the decision-making process in 1939-1941 that chose conflict over peace. 

The decisions that led to the second world war are many, and a large proportion stem from the cultural and political climate left behind in the years following the first world war. After the economic depression, some leaders found the best remedy in a rising tide of nationalism and a promise of expansion influence. The reason that Japan, Italy, and the Soviet Union decided to go to war are similar in many regards. Each looked to expand their power, and with Germany rising as a formidable expansionist, looked to her for support and also in defence.

Japan’s entry into the Second World War was the result of their expansionist aims and the fear that came with them. Having only recently emerged from isolation with the Meiji Restoration, Japan was faced with the challenge of beginning the expansion of its influence on a map that was already largely dominated by the central European powers. The presence of colonies throughout Europe and Asia mean that expansion opportunities for Japan were both relatively limited and would have to contend with the influences of the European colonial powers on her doorstep.
Not only did Japan aim to increase her influence and expand, but she also needed to ensure that she retained her independence, without becoming a puppet state for colonial rule. To achieve this, Japan aimed to create the ‘Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere’. This sphere was intended to become a region of co-existence for Asian communities, free from the influences of white colonial rule[footnoteRef:1]. In doing so, Japan would be encroaching on western colonial territory, a factor which, unsurprisingly, was not enthusiastically accepted. One of Japan’s biggest goals in entering into such alliances as it did in the run up to 1939, was to prevent American involvement in the second Sino-Japanese war. In invading China, Japan earnt condemnation by the majority of European powers as China appealed for aid. Despite the inability of the allies to agree on a response, the Japanese still feared the intervention of the U.S.  [1:  William L. Swan, ‘Japan’s Intentions for Its Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere as Indicated in its Policy Plans for Thailand’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 27(1996), 139-149] 

Fear of anglo-american cultural and economic hegemony was also a highly influential over the decisions made by the Japanese state in this period, and one of the direct causes of their non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union. After attempting unsuccessfully to convince both members of the tripartite pact to include the Soviets, Japan went straight to them to form a neutrality pact. This allowed them to focus on their expansion and conflict with Russia’s allies, without fear of fighting on two fronts.
The decisions made by the Japanese state not only aimed to increase their empire and defend it from Anglo-American influences, but also addressed fears of German expansion. Japan feared the possibility of Germany gaining French Indochina and the Dutch East Indies, a move which would land the German military right on her doorstep . Japan had its sights set on resources and territories in Southeast Asia that it desperately required to maintain its military strength. The necessary materials, such as oil and rubber, weren’t easily sourced within their sphere of influence. With America’s ban on the exports of oil Japan in 1941, it was especially vital that they secure their own supply of materials. In joining the Tripartite pact, Japan minimised the risk of German aggression toward themselves, and prevented the possibility of a war on multiple fronts. 
Similarly to the Japanese decision to ally with Germany and reduce the threat she posed, the Soviet Union took the same defensive measures, and with the Molotov-Ribbentrop treaty, aimed to protect their ambitions from German expansion. With the German invasion of 1939, Hitler aimed to seize control of central Europe. With the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop treaty, Stalin made the decision to prioritise the expansion of the Soviet Union through the partition of Poland over the maintenance of peace on the continent. The treaty also satisfied their own expansionist aims, facilitating the creation of two spheres of influence in eastern Europe. From here, the Soviets were able to focus on expansion into neighbouring countries, without worrying about threat from Germany, whom they now shared a border with. 
Both the Soviet Union and Japan were eager to avoid conflict with each other in this period, and so the decision to sign the non-aggression pact highlights some similarities between the thought processes of both powers. Each attempted to prevent conflict on multiple fronts in favour of focusing on the expansion of their own influence. 
In comparison to the previously mentioned powers, Italy had a closer relationship to Nazi Germany and therefore, whilst also aiming to satisfy grand expansionist goals, chose conflict over peace in order to support her ally. Before Germany’s invasion of Poland in 1939, Italy and Germany lent each other support in armed conflicts on multiple occasions. For example, Germany lent Italy aid in the Spanish civil war, as well as in her invasion of Abyssinia. In return, Italy supported Germany in the annexation of Austria and the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia. In signing the Pact of Steal, Italy made the decision to organise support for and of, both her own and Germanic expansion. 
Socially, the decision to choose conflict over peace was also prominent. Since the rise of the fascist party, Mussolini’s aim of recreating the roman empire led to a stark rise in nationalism. Similarly to Japan, in entering an alliance with Germany, Italy secured itself protection from Germany and grounds to focus on its own expansion with the goal of establishing a sphere of influence for its people, beyond the influence of the allies. And, as with the Soviet Union, the promise of aid and a symbiotic relationship of support in expansion was a very useful backbone of support. 
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