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What Was the Main Factor for the Downfall of Nazi Germany?
Introduction
At the start of the Second World War, the German war machine seemed almost unstoppable; having crushed and occupied Poland over the course of little over a month,[footnoteRef:1] having managed to control France in 46 days,[footnoteRef:2] and Belgium after only 18 days,[footnoteRef:3] alongside many other countries that were forced to submit to German occupation in the first two years of the war. They went with very little failure until hit with a crippling blow to their Luftwaffe (air-force) which they never fully recovered from as result of the Battle of Britain in 1940 which proved costly for both sides but specifically Germany.[footnoteRef:4] However, this success alone would never have been enough to conclude the Second World War as an allied victory. This research project aims to highlight some of the key events during the war and pinpoint which of these events was the reason for the ultimate downfall of Nazi Germany. [1:  World War 2.Org, The Invasion of Poland, (2014) <https://worldwar2.org.uk/the-invasion-of-poland> [Accessed 18/12/2022].]  [2:  Daily History.Org, Why Was France Defeated in 1940, (2021) <https://dailyhistory.org/Why_was_France_defeated_in_1940#:~:text=The%20Battle%20of%20France%20started%20on%20the%20invasion,Reynaud%20resigned%20on%20June%2016th%20during%20the%20catastrophe.> [Accessed 18/12/2022].]  [3:  SciencesPo, The Transit Camp for Jews in Mechelen: The Antechamber of Death (2008) <https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/en/document/transit-camp-jews-mechelen-antechamber-death.html> [Accessed 22/12/2022].]  [4:  Imperial War Museums, 8 Things You Need To Know About The Battle Of Britain, (2022) <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/8-things-you-need-to-know-about-the-battle-of-britain> [Accessed 18/12/2022].] 

Normandy - The D-Day Landings
Although the Battle of Britain was a key component in weakening the armies of the Third Reich, there are a number of factors as to how and why the German war machine began to struggle the longer the war continued. One of these factors is the D-Day landings on June 6th 1944 which consisted approximately 7,000 ships and landing crafts carrying 156,000 men, and 10,000 vehicles.[footnoteRef:5] This was a large scale counter-offensive which saw British, American, and Canadian forces storming the beaches of Normandy in France.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  BBC News, D-Day: What happened during the landings of 1944?, (2019) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-48513108> [Accessed 22/12/2022]]  [6:  History.com, D-Day (2009) <https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/d-day> [Accessed 21/12/2022]] 
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Fig 1. A map showing the locations of the 5 beaches and which military targeted each beach.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  BBC News, 2019.] 


This was done by tricking German defenders into being unsure as to where the allies’ primary target actually was. Many tactics were used to do this, such as false radio transmissions, fake artillery and  fake equipment.[footnoteRef:8] Due to the well planned out use of these tactics, the German military and even Hitler himself were left completely unprepared for the full scale assault which commenced. As a result, all five of Normandy’s beaches were captured by the end of June 6th,[footnoteRef:9] and the invasion itself lasted just 6 days, and despite heavy casualties concluded in a victory for the allies. By the end of August 1944, the Allies had set their sights to bringing down Germany as a result of this success. However, this success could have come much earlier had the United States officially joined the conflict earlier than when they joined in December of 1941 after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor;[footnoteRef:10] it is possible that the Nazi Regime would have struggled much sooner than this point in 1944. This is because the United States had around 16 million people serving in the military with 11 million in the army.[footnoteRef:11] This means that the assault on Normandy could have had an even bigger impact on the German military powers if the U.S. were able to deploy more military might at this time. This was impossible at the time as they were essentially fighting two wars at once, one with Japan and another with Germany.[footnoteRef:12] This shows once again that although this was a crucial turning point in the war, it was not the main factor for Germany’s ultimate downfall. [8:  History.com (2009)]  [9:  History.com, How many were killed on D-Day?, (2019) <https://www.history.com/news/d-day-casualties-deaths-allies> [Accesed 21/12/2022]]  [10:  Matthew Jones, When, Why, and How did the United States enter WW2? The Date America Joins the Party,(2020) <https://historycooperative.org/when-did-the-us-enter-ww2/#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20officially%20entered%20World%20War%202,one%20day%20after%20the%20attacks%20on%20Pearl%20Harbor.> [Accessed 22/12/2022]]  [11:  Jones, 2020]  [12:  Ibid.] 

Operation Barbarossa - The Soviet Retaliation
Operation Barbarossa, 22nd June 1941 - 7th January 1942 was a major slip up for Germany during the Second World War. This attack on Russian soil was set to commence in May, but due to the German Wehrmacht also attacking Yugoslavia and Greece in 1941, they were left shorthanded, as such the order was given to delay the invasion. This would prove to be very problematic for the German army when the operation finally commenced in late June. Things started off successfully for the German army, with 4 Million Russian casualties and the German forces rapidly making their way within 200 miles of Moscow by early October through use of pincer strategies.[footnoteRef:13] However, this success soon turned to dismay. The Russian winter hit early, and worse yet for the Germans due to a multitude of factors such as the poor, damaged quality of the Russian roads at this time meant that the German supply lines were shattered.[footnoteRef:14] This meant that as well as troops being left with very limited food, water and medical supplies, their military resources such as ammunition and fuel for their own tanks were also now in short supply.[footnoteRef:15] Although the Russian Army were also in a poor situation after Stalin had removed many top officials from his military,[footnoteRef:16] they at least had accessible supply chains, and what would appear to the German attackers as non-stop waves of infantry; which appeared to be all they needed at this time. Eventually, with almost 2 million men, the German troops managed to begin the next phase of their invasion; Operation Typhoon. This once more used pincer tactics by using tanks as the main force. They would use a similar strategy when they reached Moscow; by surrounding the city they would be able to ensure that any future resistance would be impossible, allowing the city to be captured and ultimately the Red Army would fall. Had natural circumstances been different, it is highly likely that this plan would have worked. Unfortunately for the Wehrmacht, the melting snow and mud meant that troops and trucks were constantly getting caught in their tracks, slowing the advance drastically.[footnoteRef:17] This, combined with the constant counterattacks from Russian soldiers, meant that the German soldiers could not successfully proceed with their objective.[footnoteRef:18]  [13:  Michael Peck. How the Russian Winter Froze Hitler’s Nazi Empire in Its Tracks, (2021) <https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/how-russian-winter-froze-hitler%E2%80%99s-nazi-empire-its-tracks-190821> [Accessed 18/12/2022].]  [14:  John Graham Royde-Smith Operation Barbarossa, (2022) <https://www.britannica.com/event/Operation-Barbarossa> [Accessed 18/12/2022].]  [15:  Peck, 2021.]  [16:  Owlcation, Why Did Hitler Invade the Soviet Union During WW2?, (2022) <https://owlcation.com/humanities/Why-Did-Hitler-Invade-the-Soviet-Union-During-WW2> [Accessed 18/12/2022].]  [17:  Peck, 2021.]  [18:  Ibid.] 

In early November, the Wehrmacht could finally get some ground when the mud started to solidify due to the harsh cold. The German forces were advancing ever closer to Moscow and by the end of November the city could be seen through binoculars.[footnoteRef:19] However, this optimism was once more shattered almost as quickly as it had come; the freezing temperatures and lack of supplies coming on lines which were prioritising fuel and ammunition for the tanks, meant that now the German weapons and troops were freezing. Due to the initial belief that the Moscow would have fallen long before winter, the troops had no clothes to keep them warm. This meant that the opposing Russians who had been provided warm fur jackets and weapons which would rarely freeze, were able to make short work of the German forces.[footnoteRef:20] Against the advice from his strategic advisors, Hitler refused to order a retreat as he feared that this would lure the enemy straight to Germany. As such the battle in Russia lasted all the way through 1942, and continued until 1945 where the Red Army was eventually able to drive the Germans out of Russia and bring the fight to German soil in a strike that would end the Third Reich once and for all, rendering the refusal to retreat meaningless.[footnoteRef:21] The failure of this invasion was definitely a key turning point in the war as the invasion only spurred the Russians into retaliation against their invaders. Had Hitler made attempts instead to maintain peace with Russia, the outcome of the war would likely have been very different.  [19:  Royde-Smith, 2022.]  [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Peck, 2021.] 

The Battle of Berlin - The Final Stand of Germany
The allies’ well co-ordinated assault on Berlin also proved to play a huge role in the eventual downfall of Nazi Germany, with the American, British and French forces primarily attacking from the west and the never ending stream of Red Army soldiers advancing from the east; the German Wehrmacht was backed into a corner and fighting a war on two fronts. This meant that German forces were divided up to try and defend both sides of Germany; therefore, the Generals and other high ranking officials could not successfully co-ordinate counter-offences against the advancing allies. As a result of this, despite many of their best efforts, this final stand in Berlin proved to be in vain. 
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Fig 2. A map outlining the attack on Berlin and the war on 2 fronts.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Owlcation, 2022] 


During the battle, Field Marshall Wilhelm Keitel, under the instruction of Adolf Hitler himself, ordered German forces to keep fighting until the last man. Despite this, and upon realising that he did not have the means to keep fighting and what his superiors were posing was impossible, General Walther Wenck instead instructed the men under his command, the 12th Army, the 20th Army Corps and the 9th Army to retreat.[footnoteRef:23] Wenck had a plan, he sent his remaining troops and civilians to be evacuated, knowing that the allies advancing from the west would be kinder to them than the Russians. According to Ruslan Budnik writing in 2018, Wenck told them ‘Comrades, you’ve got to go in once more. It’s not about Berlin any more, it’s not about the Reich any more’.[footnoteRef:24] Wenck’s actions managed to evacuate somewhere between tens of thousands to even hundreds of thousands of civilians across the river Elbe, with himself being among the last to cross where he surrendered to American soldiers upon arrival, while Berlin remained in flames with the last remnants of the Nazi party.[footnoteRef:25] Had Wenck instead chosen to keep fighting there is a chance that the war would have continued for quite some time longer, although by this point it was clear that the Germans had already lost. Sometime on April 30th 1945,[footnoteRef:26] while this battle raged on, Adolf Hitler took his own life, thus signalling the fall of Germany, despite a few failed attempts to keep command under Hermann Goring and Grand Admiral Karl Donitz. These attempts were unsuccessful due to the disarray in the German High Command by this point, morale was shattered and many high ranking officers had already lost all hope. This would lead to the eventual surrender of Nazi Germany on May 8th 1945, which was approved by Donitz.[footnoteRef:27]  Although, small pockets of the Schutzstaffel (SS) and partisans remained and continued until 16 days after victory had been announced in Europe.[footnoteRef:28] Despite these cells that attempted to keep the Nazi Party alive, the war as a whole was over and as such this became the final large scale battle of the war. When considering the possibility that this is the main factor in the Downfall of Nazi Germany, we must also consider that this battle could never have happened if the Russians were unable to defend Moscow in 1942. Had Moscow fallen to the initial attacks in Operation Barbarossa, it is highly likely that the outcome of the battle of Berlin would have suffered a very different fate. If the battle would have even happened, without the impact of the Red Army forcing the Wehrmacht into a war on two fronts, Walther Wenck would likely have never surrendered and the pressure that was put on the German High command would have been considerably more bearable. [23:  Ruslan Budnik, Walther Wenck- Hitler’s Last Hope?, (2018) <https://www.warhistoryonline.com/instant-articles/walther-wenck-hitlers-last-hope.html?chrome=1> [Accessed 22/12/2022]]  [24:  Budnik, 2018.]  [25:  Ibid]  [26:  Ibid.]  [27:  Peter. C. Chen, Wilhelm Keitel (2004) <https://ww2db.com/person_bio.php?person_id=196> [Accessed 22/12/2022]]  [28:  National Interest.org, This was Europe’s Last World War II Battle (16 days after the War Ended), (2022), <https://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/was-europes-last-world-war-ii-battle-16-days-after-the-war-24721> [Accessed 22/12/2022]] 
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Fig 3 and Fig 4. The agreement of surrender signed by Alfred Jodl, Hitler’s Military Advisor after the war.[footnoteRef:29] [29: National Archives Catalogue, Act of Military Surrender, (1945) <https://s3.amazonaws.com/NARAprodstorage/opastorage/live/81/7479/1747981/content/arcmedia/social-media/gallery/1747981.pdf> [Accessed 22/12/2022]] 








Conclusion
In conclusion, there were many factors that played a role in the eventual downfall of Nazi Germany, from financial struggles and constant growing pressure from the allies such as Britain’s firm stance in the early years of the war or the U.S. joining the war in 1941, all the way to disorder within their own High Command. However, the main factor for the ultimate collapse of the Third Reich is undeniably the Soviet Retaliation. Were it not for Germany’s failure to capture Moscow, they would have never been fighting a war on two fronts when the war was taken to Germany. They would have never suffered the restless pressure as they lost battle after the battle on the Eastern Front due to Russia’s relentless tactics in the name of revenge for the losses they had suffered earlier in the war. As such the main driving force in the ultimate destruction of Nazi Germany was the stubbornness and sheer might of the Red Army.
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