	
	
	



The bombing of Dresden 1945 – War crime?
[bookmark: _Int_K3GSqgf9]The bombing of Dresden was carried out by the Allies on February 13th 1945 and lasted for 3 days with over 4000 tons of mixed munitions dropped indiscriminately on the city center. The East German city was just one of the many targeted during September 1944 to May 1945 in large scale day and night raids carried out by the Allies. This short essay will briefly examine this event and its importance at raising subjective questions around the ethics of total war.
In early 1945 German forces were in full retreat on all fronts and with the failed German offensive and defeat at the battle of the Bulge the German military were a spent force and were now restricted to defensive delaying actions. Although the German military were a spent force offensively, they were still able to put up stiff resistance on both fronts. Some elements of Allied High Command were concerned about a German revival in late 1944 which led Sir Artur Harris to push for larger, more intensive, and expansive bombing raids on German cities. ‘They sowed the wind, and now they are going to reap the whirlwind.’[footnoteRef:22654] Harris believed large scale area bombing would shorten the war and save Allied lives and he wanted to test the theory that a war could be won through bombing alone: [22654:  Sir Arthur Harris, War an Enquiry, by A.C.Grayling, Page 97/98] 

There are a lot of people who say that bombing cannot win the war. My reply to that is that it has never been tried. . . and we shall see.[footnoteRef:12911] [12911:  Sir Arthur Harris, June 1942 – Strategic Offensive Against Germany, Dresden] 

Harris was a man who openly wanted to provoke a state of terror via air attacks alone.[footnoteRef:10951] Harris was determined to shorten the war by any means necessary and deliberately targeted civilian population centers with huge area bombing raids. Dresden was targeted under the pretext of being an important military and industrial target. Harris even stipulated that the real targets were always the inner cities.  [10951:  Richard Overy, The Bombing War Europe 1939-1945, Page 390] 

[bookmark: _Int_Hmagb93k]Dresden? There is not such a place any longer. I want to point out that besides Essen, we never actually considered any particular industrial sites as targets. The destruction of industrial sites always was some sort of bonus for us. Our real targets always were the inner cities.[footnoteRef:12376]  [12376:  Sir Arthur Harris, Bomber Command 1948] 

[bookmark: _Int_IoZ0rOvm]Over 4000 tons of bombs were dropped on Dresden during a three-day period causing over 20000 deaths, mostly to the civilian population. The bombing raids on Dresden met none of the original objectives sold to Allied High Command. The rail links were up and running within days, industrial output was unaffected, and the garrison was not hit. After the raids German propaganda went into full swing claiming 250,000 deaths and news of the raid hit the allied press who began to question Harris use of area bombing. Military Historian Liddell Hart who was originally an ardent supporter of area bombing changed his opinion once he experienced firsthand German raids in 1942. ‘It will be ironic if the defenders of civilization depend for victory upon the most barbaric, and unskilled, way of winning a war that the modern world has seen.’[footnoteRef:344]  [344:  Liddell Hart, War an Enquiry, By A.C.Grayling, Page 97,98] 

[bookmark: _Int_qmCu4jR0]In this new era of total war, the allies sought to achieve what Goering and the Luftwaffe failed to achieve, the destruction of the enemies will fight through bombing alone. In this new era of warfare Harris tested his theory with huge raids over the German mainland with estimates between 350,000 and 600,000 civilian deaths through bombing alone. These large-scale raids were excessive and punitive in nature and the raid on Dresden raised ethical questions that reached the eyes and ears of the public. After the war Winston Churchill even questioned the tactics utilized by the bomber command. 
The destruction of Dresden remains a serious query against the conduct of Allied bombing ... I feel the need for more precise concentration upon military objectives, such as oil and communications behind the immediate battle-zone, rather than on mere acts of terror and wanton destruction, however impressive.[footnoteRef:17258] [17258:  Sir Winston Churchill, 28th March 1945] 

The sad reality of Total War is these acts were carried out under the orders of men like Harris who honestly believed that their actions would save Allied lives and shorten the war. Men like Harris were needed during this time of ‘Total War’ to make decisions that would impact the outcome of the war and secure victory at any cost.

By Matthew Simpson



















Bibliography

Freedman Lawernce, War, Oxford Readers
Grayling A.C, War an Enquiry Yale University Press
Taylor Fredrick, Dresden
Overy Richard, The Bombing War Europe 1939-1945
Matthews, Rupert RAF Bomber Command at War
Hasting Max, All Hell Let Loose, The World at War 1939-1945
	
	
	



