World War Two as ‘Total War’ raised more ethical questions than it answered.
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Introduction
As the 19th century passed and the world entered the 20th century it witnessed some significant advances in technology that helped shape the globe’s military conflicts. In this essay I will be discussing how these changes and advances helped to create a set of circumstances to unleash a new form of warfare on the world, ‘Total War’. Jeremy Black suggests that there are some previous examples of total war, the Seven Years War 1756-63 and even going back to Thirty Years War 1618-48. For me, the sheer scale of the destruction which encompassed large areas of the world and all three theatres - land, sea and with the WW2 air power shows us that WW2 was the first true example of Total War. What defines it from previous conflicts is the use of air power on civilians in campaigns of unrestricted destruction, culminating in the nuclear bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima. In Total War there seems to be a lack of respect for human lives in general. There is no discrimination or distinguishing between enemy combatants and non-combatants. Proportionality, the harms must be proportional to the gains and actions undertaken must be a military necessity. In Total War all these points are ignored, they may attempt justification but were bypassed to achieve victory.
I will be discussing how WW2 was the world's first real conflict involving Total War and how some of the tactics and strategies used during this period raises ethical questions which the world had not seen before. This War shaped our world today and all future conflicts to come.
Total war is no longer war waged by all members of one national community 		against all those of another. It is total... because it may well involve the whole 	world.[footnoteRef:14380] [14380:  Jean-Paul Sartre] 

Airpower
Advances in technology at the turn of the century had opened new and terrible avenues for future wars to be conducted. During WW1 we saw the machine gun and heavy artillery developed and used on the battle fields of the globe with terrible results. The loss of millions of men to these new inventions shows us that tactics and strategies to counter these advances were slow to catch up. This resulted in the stagnated battle fields of Western Europe where opposing forces cancelled each other out with extraordinarily little gains in territory resulting in trench warfare. In WW2, the biggest advances in military conflict were airpower and mechanisation of vehicles, tanks and mobile artillery and not forgetting the use of nuclear bombs.
Airpower was developed during WW1 but was used more for surveillance of trenches rather than launching mass bombing raids on enemy targets or protecting and controlling airspace. The substantial developments during WW2 were the deployment of medium and heavy bombers, as well as the arrival of modern single seater fighters to challenge for air superiority which would allow the bombers to operate with impunity. On the 1st of September 1939 the German Wehrmacht launched an invasion of Poland where the world saw the preliminary stages of total war being unleashed upon a civilian population. Polish cities were deliberately targeted by the Luftwaffe especially the capital Warsaw where up to 85% of the city was destroyed by ariel bombing and heavy artillery. We had just witnessed the start of a ‘Total War’ - one that would escalate and drag on for six years and encompass ever greater areas and theatres of the globe.
[image: ][footnoteRef:24175][image: ][footnoteRef:9405] [24175:  Getty Image, Milkman]  [9405:  Bundesarchiv Image, Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons , Apocalypse Dresden, https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/apocalypse-dresden-february-1945] 

The deliberate bombing of civilian infrastructure and population centres was justified by all parties and was deemed a necessity to lower the population’s moral and impact the enemy's ability to continue to effectively wage war. The Germans - with a modern, well trained, and a large Air Force- lit the fires that would engulf the world - as ever greater shows of air power and bombing raids wreaked havoc on the civilian populations across Europe.  
The Germans launched the ‘Blitz’ a series of bombing campaigns on British soil which at first targeted the RAF airfields but soon changed to mass bombing of cities throughout Britain when air superiority was not gained. London was the focus of their bombing raids and on the 7th of September 1939 London was bombed for the following 56 days. Officially German air doctrine targeted civilians' morale but not directly. With mass bombing raids it was hoped that the food stocks, public utilities, and factories would destroy British moral and diminish their will to fight. The reality was the opposite, British resistance stiffened and the will to continue by any means would cost the German civilian population dearly in the years ahead.
Over 40,000 civilians were killed during the Blitz alone in the UK, but this figure is pale in comparison with the toll allied bombing inflicted on the Germans in the later years. Over 600,000 German civilians perished during the bombing campaign alone. As Sir Arthur Harris said, 
The Nazis entered this war under the rather childish delusion that they were 	going to bomb everyone else, and nobody was going to bomb them. At Rotterdam, 	London, Warsaw, and half a hundred other places, they put their rather naive 	theory into operation. They sowed the wind, and now they are going to reap the 	whirlwind.[footnoteRef:29326]  [29326:  Sir Aurthur Harris, Statement of 1942, at the start of the bombing campaign against Germany] 

The Allies took it to the next level escalating the destruction and launched mass bombing raids on German cities and took a terrible toll on the populace. 
All nations involved in the war suffered at the hands of bombing on their civilian population centres but none so more than Japan who suffered terribly at the hands of the American Bombing Campaign. What started with the Dolittle raids in April 1942 and reached its end with the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Up to 900,000 Japanese civilians were killed and extensive damage to Japan's cities and infrastructure was wrought. In the Americans’ eyes there were no innocents in the bombing campaign,
There are no innocent civilians. It is their government, and you are fighting a 	people, you are not trying to fight an armed force anymore. So, it doesn't 		bother me so much to be killing the so-called innocent bystanders.[footnoteRef:11766] [11766:  Curtis LeMay, Sherry, Michael (September 10, 1989). The Rise of American Air Power: The Creation of Armageddon, p. 287 (from "LeMay's interview with Sherry," interview "after the war," p. 408 n. 108). Yale University Press.] 

Curtis LeMay also said,
Killing Japanese didn't bother me very much at that time... I suppose if I had 	lost the war, I would have been tried as a war criminal.... Every soldier thinks 	something of the moral aspects of what he is doing. But all war is immoral and if 	you let that bother you, you're not a good soldier.
We can see the influence of leadership opinions on the ordinary people and the separation of right and wrong in the greater picture of total victory. LeMay went as far as suggesting that if you thought too much about your actions you would not be a good soldier.
Only after the Nuclear bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima did the Japanese finally agree to unconditionally surrender. The bombing campaign had achieved its goal and prevented the possibility of dragging the war on for many more months or years and saved many lives with a planned ground invasion of the Japanese mainland.
Atrocities
During WW2, many atrocities and appalling acts of cruelty were committed in the name of victory by all sides breaking all civilized notions of war. These atrocities were committed throughout the war and were fuelled by ethic, cultural and political divisions. The dehumanisation of people from countries, races or ethnic backgrounds helped to give nations a focus, a common enemy and brainwashed societies into believing one nation/ethic group were more superior than the others. This was also pushed from superiors in the chain of command and politicians when Patton famously said, ‘May God have mercy upon my enemies, because I won't.[footnoteRef:21264] ‘This enabled appalling acts to take place throughout the war none so more than the Holocaust.  [21264:  General George Patton] 

During WW2 Japanese troops, believing to be the superior nation in Asia and pushing to form a greater Japanese Empire, committed some of the war’s more horrific crimes against humanity. The Japanese had carried out massacres on the populations of Manchuria and China (Rape of Nanking) even before the breakout of WW2. The Bataan Death March was a forced march inflicted on the surrendering US and Filipino troops during the Japanese invasion.  Throughout this hellish march prisoners were beaten randomly, executed, denied water or rest and forced to sit in the hot sun. The Filipinos were subjected to the cruellest of punishments reaffirming their belief in being the Asian master race. The forced march of over 100km resulted in the deaths of over 18,000 POWs. The treatment of POWs by the Japanese forces was appalling in all theatres, but over Asian nations suffered more at their hands.
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As the war continued nations become desensitized to the losses mounting on all sides. Unethical acts become more prevalent as the war continued and the hatred of one's fellow man became more apparent. The horrific treatment of women was another example of the ethical questions being raised during WW2. As the Soviet Army pushed into Germany towards the end of the war many German women were raped with this practice even justified by Stalin as a spoil of war. Little was done to protect civilian populations from Soviet retributions and the behaviour only increased the will of the German people to defend their country and prolong the conflict. The Japanese Empire were also using women for sexual slavery in the occupied territories calling them ‘comfort women.’ As many as 200,000 shared this fate and to this day it is a contentious subject rejected by the Japanese Government. 
The dehumanisation of the enemy can be highlighted by the records of collecting human skulls of deceased Japanese soldiers by American soldiers, the deliberate bombing and targeting of hospital ships Manunda and Centaur and many more. As Total War was wrought all over the Globe the value of human life was reduced to just figures. Individuals had to wrestle with their own morals and ethics of conflict.
The atrocities mentioned are just a fraction of the events carried out during WW2 which questioned the ethics of Total War, below are a few more:
· Execution of POW’s
· Medical Experiments
· Torture
· Gulags
· Not picking up stranded sailors
· Civilian concentration camps. (Japanese internment camps in the US)

The Atomic Bomb
Between 1942-1946 the Allies launched and completed the development of the atomic bomb with the Manhattan Project. Even before its use in the field scientists and scholars were divided over the use of the weapon due to the enormity of the destruction which was predicted. Albert Einstein, one of the leading scientists to work on the program said,
I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV 	will be fought with sticks and stones.[footnoteRef:27509] [27509:  Albert Einstein, 1947] 

He was one of the many scientists to raise concerns over the potential of these new weapons and the cost to future inhabitants of the Globe. In retrospect after the war and the destruction caused he said,
I made one great mistake in my life, when I signed a letter to President 		Roosevelt recommending that atom bombs be made[footnoteRef:18571]  [18571:  Albert Einstein, May 21st 1954] 

The ethical questions raised from these events still challenge scholarly and popular debate to this day. The US launched not one but two atomic bombs over Japan on the cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima with the pretext to bring the war in the East to a close and force the surrender of Japan without a ground assault. At least 200,000 people were killed and finally the Japanese Empire surrendered soon after ending the world's bloodiest conflict. The co-pilot of the Enola Gay wrote in his logs ‘My God, what have we done?’[footnoteRef:30548] after the first bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. The use of these bombs is only justifiable in a conflict such as WW2 where victory was needed to be achieved by any means necessary. The development of nuclear arms shapes our world today and, in some ways, will prevent a future conflict like WW2 from occurring due to MAD, mutually assured destruction. [30548:  Captain Robert Lewis – co-pilot of the Enola Gay. August 6, 1945] 
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Conclusion
With the industrialisation of nations and the ability to produce vast quantities of armaments alongside the advances in technology meant that WW2 was always going to result into a Total War scenario. With Nations which are evenly matched and all theatres of war now in play (Air, Sea, Land) the ethics would always be challenged under these conditions as nations experiment with ways in which to end the conflict as quickly as possible. Ignoring moral ethics to achieve this with the goal of saving lives and destruction eventually cannot be denied. What we can see is that the development of different technologies and tactics allowed the participants in the war to trail new devasting strategies in an ever-escalating tic-for-tac retaliatory actions to achieve total victory at whatever cost and by whatever means. Just under 50,000,000 civilian deaths were recorded during WW2 and around 24,000,000 military deaths made this war devasting on all scales, never to have been seen before or ever again we hope. WW2 raised far more ethical questions than it ever answered. The value of life, the dehumanising of the enemy all contributed to a terrible passage in human history one that we wish will never be repeated on this scale. Have we learnt from the mistakes of the past? Can we justify all these actions for the goal of victory? Can Total War in its very essence be classified with ethical constrictions? A Total War is to achieve victory at any cost, scholars can discuss the actions taken to achieve victory once victory has been achieved.

By Matthew Simpson

FYI: I have excluded the larger quotes from my wordage. Please take this into account when assessing the word count. :)
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