With at least three countries in mind, compare and contrast the decision-making process in 1939-1941 that chose conflict over peace.
by Bradley Sloanes
World War Two was a global war that involved a large portion of the worlds countries, but especially all of the major powers, who segregated into two factions: the Axis powers and the Allies. It resulted in total war on a scale that is still the most destructive in history and participants used their entire economic, scientific and industrial abilities in order to win the war. In order to prevent future wars occurring on such a scale it is important to understand the decision making processes of nations that can lead to such events. There were numerous contributing factors to the war from the Spanish civil war, rising tensions in Europe, the second Sino-Japanese war but it is generally considered to have begun on September 1st 1939 when Germany declared war on Poland resulting in subsequent declarations of war from the UK and France.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will focus on the decision making processes and events that led Germany, the United Kingdom and eventually the USA to war.  [1:  Anne Sharp Wells, Historical Dictionary of World War II: The War against Germany and Italy (USA: Rowman & Littlefield Publishing, 2014), p. 7.
] 

Despite the devastation caused by the first world war, revanchist nationalism began making major gains across Europe. One such nation where this occurred was in Germany, where the territorial, economic and colonial losses caused by the treaty of Versailles carried much resentment. Germany had lost around 13% of its territory, all of its colonies, had to pay back reparations to the victors of WW1 and its armed forces were essentially castrated.[footnoteRef:2] The nationalists took power on the 30th January 1933 when Adolf Hitler was appointed as chancellor of Germany. The Nazi party made quick work of eliminating its opposition and finally consolidated its power after the death of President Hindenburg in 1934 when Hitler merged the offices of chancellor and president becoming the Fuhrer.[footnoteRef:3] Germany was without allies and a substantially weakened military, so Hitler’s priority was the rearmament of the nation. Publicly Hitler gave a speech stating his ambition for world peace and accepted an offer from the US president of the time, Franklin D Roosevelt, concerning military disarmament so long as the rest of Europe did the same.[footnoteRef:4] It was expected that the other European powers would fail to accept this offer which gave Hitler justification for removing Germany from the League of Nations and the World Disarmament Conference.[footnoteRef:5] In 1935, the Saarland, a highly industrialised region which had been occupied by England and France in the wake of the treaty of Versailles, voted to become a part of Germany again.[footnoteRef:6] The industry and coalfields located here would be very important in powering Hitler’s war machine. This was then followed by an announcement by Hitler of the creation of a German air force and the expansion of the armed forces to 550,000 men and the subsequent agreement by Britain to allow Germany to build a naval fleet.[footnoteRef:7]  [2:  Edward R Kantowicz, The Rage of Nations (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999), p. 149.
]  [3:  Richard Overy, The Dictators: Hitler's Germany, Stalin's Russia (London: Penguin Books, 2005), p. 63.
]  [4:  William L Shirer, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1960), p. 209-210.
]  [5:  Richard J Evans, The Third Reich in Power (New York: Penguin, 2005), p. 618.]  [6:  Ibid, p. 623
]  [7:  Martin Kitchen, A History of Modern Germany, 1800–2000 (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), p. 271.
] 

In October 1935, Italy invaded Ethiopia and Hitler observed the minimal protest that was displayed by the French and British governments so on March 1936 Hitler seized it as an opportunity to march 3,000 German soldiers into the Rhineland, re-militarising it. This of course violated the Treaty of Versailles but because the territory was already part of Germany the French/British governments did not want to risk war by enforcing the treaty.[footnoteRef:8] After over a year and a half of build-up Germany was now in a position to start expanding its territory. On the 12th March 1938, after issuing an ultimatum to the Austrian chancellor to relinquish all power to the local Nazi party, Hitler sent German troops to occupy the country where they were greeted with enthusiasm by the locals.[footnoteRef:9] This expansionism continued when Hitler turned his sights to the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia, an area which was home to a substantial number of ethnic Germans. The Czechoslovakian crisis led to war preparations by the Czech’s, Britain and France which was narrowly avoided by the Munich Agreement signed on September 29th 1938 which resulted in Germany annexing the Sudetenland. However, the peace was short lived as Hitler was not content with just this region and decided to destroy Czechoslovakia entirely.[footnoteRef:10] The Austrian and Czech foreign exchange reserves were subsequently seized by the Nazis along with numerous natural resources and manufactured goods such as planes and infantry equipment. Furthermore, Germany absorbed steel and coal industries in both countries into its own industrial conglomerate.[footnoteRef:11] Emboldened by its easy absorption of both Austria and Czechoslovakia, Hitler demanded the return of Danzig and a strip of land that would connect Germany with its eastern Prussian territory despite having signed a non-aggression pact with Poland in 1934.[footnoteRef:12] Hitler did not believe that British would actually come to the aid of Poland despite guarantees from both them and France. In preparation for the invasion, Germany signed non-aggression pacts with Latvia, Estonia and Denmark and simultaneously bolstered trade links with Romania, Norway and Sweden. The alliance between Italy and Germany was reaffirmed and in August 1939 the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact with the Soviet Union was signed. It was a non-aggression pact which contained secret measures for the partition of Poland between the two great powers.[footnoteRef:13] Germany began its invasion of Poland on September 1st 1939, capturing the free city of Danzig which resulted in declarations of war from Britain and France and marked the beginning of the second world war in Europe.[footnoteRef:14] [8:  Richard J Evans, The Third Reich in Power (New York: Penguin, 2005), p. 632-637.
]  [9:  Ibid, p. 646-652.
]  [10:  Ian Kershaw, Hitler: A Biography (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008), p. 417.
]  [11:  Mark Mazower, Hitler's Empire: How the Nazis Ruled Europe (New York: Penguin, 2008), p. 264-265.
]  [12:  Gerhard L Weinberg, Hitler's Foreign Policy 1933–1939: The Road to World War II (New York: Enigma Books, 2010), p. 60.]  [13:  David Zabecki, Germany at war : 400 years of military history (Santa Barbara, California: ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2014), p. 536.
]  [14:  Antony Beevor, The Second World War (New York: Little, Brown, 2012), p. 22-28.
] 

Britain had begun a process of rearmament after a government white paper, entitled as the statement relating to defence, during the period of the 1930’s. Despite the existence of the league of nations there was a recognition of the need for prepared defences especially in the wake of German withdrawal from the league.[footnoteRef:15] Comparatively, this was a similar policy that was undertaken by the German government. However, in spite of increased military spending by the British government its forces were still inferior in comparison to the German army.[footnoteRef:16] This would undoubtedly influence the policy of appeasement adopted by the British government when Hitler would come to demand the Sudetenland. France, Britain and Czechoslovakia would avoid war with Germany at any cost, and their tepid reaction to the annexation of Austria had emboldened Hitler. Then British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain thought that the German demands were justified and believed that Hitler had no intention of expanding further into Czechoslovakia or Eastern Europe.[footnoteRef:17] In fact, Hitler himself had given a speech in Berlin during which he stated that: [15:  Frank McDonough, Neville Chamberlain, Appeasement, and the British Road to War (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1998), p. 36.
]  [16:  N.H. Gibbs, Grand Strategy: Volume 1: Rearmament Policy History of the Second World War (UK: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1976).
]  [17:  The National Archives & British Government, Consideration of the notes of the British Cabinet meeting, to be held on Monday 19th September 1938 (1938) <http://filestore.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pdfs/small/cab-23-95-cc-40-38-4.pdf> [accessed 10 June 2022].
] 

“The Sudetenland is the last territorial demand I have to make in Europe. I have assured him (Chamberlain) further that, and this I repeat here before you, once this issue has been resolved, there will no longer be any further territorial problems for Germany in Europe!”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Max Domarus; Adolf Hitler, Hitler: speeches and proclamations, 1932-1945 : the chronicle of a dictatorship, trans. by Chris Wilcox (London: Tauris, 1990), p. 1393.] 

At this point, the British and French governments had no reason to believe that Hitler could not be taken for his word. After issues arose between the Sudeten Germans and the Czechoslovakian government, Hitler demanded the immediate annexation of the Sudetenland to Nazi Germany or promised war in Czechoslovakia. Both the French and British governments accepted these demands to the dismay of the Czech government who argued that it would ruin their economy and lead to the collapse and inevitable German occupation of the country, but they were forced to accept as French/British military guarantees were contingent upon their acceptance. Finally, on March 15th 1939 Hitler would order German troops to invade and seal the fate of Czechoslovakia. Chamberlain had thought the Munich pact would ensure peace in Europe, instead it became a clever negotiating ploy by the Nazi regime. Yet, this betrayal would not end the British policy of appeasement. When Hitler demanded Danzig and the Polish corridor, Chamberlain and his cabinet still believed that the war could be avoided, and that Poland could keep its independence.[footnoteRef:19] On the 29th of August 1939, in response to Germany ending negotiations and being poised to invade Poland at any moment, the Polish Minister of foreign affairs ordered the mobilization of the Polish army. However, under pressure from British and French government the mobilization was stopped which only added more confusion when Poland had to mobilise when Germany invaded on 1st September 1939.[footnoteRef:20] It is estimated that the delay reduced the Polish army’s effective combat by ability by around 33%. Whilst the Chamberlain government had made every effort to accommodate Hitlers demands in an attempt for ensuring peace, the result was that this ultimately backfired. Germany was given little indication that Britain or France would actually come to the support of Poland, especially since they abandoned Czechoslovakia despite their guarantees of its independence.  [19:  Roger Chickering, et al, A World at Total War: Global Conflict and the Politics of Destruction, 1937–1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 97.
]  [20:  Lynne Olson, Stanley Cloud, A Question of Honor The Kościuszko Squadron : the Forgotten Heroes of World War II (New York: Knopf, 2003), p. 50.
] 

The policy of the United States in eventually choosing war over peace was a considerably different one to Germany, the UK and France. Congress passed a series of neutrality acts in 1935, 1936 and 1939 in response to the growing militarism and threat of war in Europe. The acts ensured American isolationism and non-interventionist polices in Europe.[footnoteRef:21] However, in late 1939 after the Allies had engaged in war with Germany over its invasion of Poland, President Roosevelt sought to amend the neutrality act in order to provide arms to Britain and France eventually overcoming the isolationist factions in congress and effectively ending the arms embargo.[footnoteRef:22] The policy of neutrality finally came to an end in 1940 when the US agreed to provide the Royal Navy with 50 destroyers in return for naval bases across Northern America and the British West Indies.[footnoteRef:23] Furthermore, the US was drawn ever closer to the conflict in September 1941 after repeated clashes with German submarines which resulted in Roosevelt ordering the US navy to attack both German and Italian ships in American waters (or waters that the US deemed vital to its defence).[footnoteRef:24] Then, in December 1941 Japan launched a surprise attack on Pearl Harbour in an attempt to cripple the US Pacific Navy and prevent any interference in its military actions against the allies in Southeast Asia.[footnoteRef:25] This resulted in the declaration of war by the US on Japan the following day and on December 11th a declaration of war on both Italy and Germany, thus marking the start of the United States’ full military engagement in World War Two. [21:  Frauke Lachenmann; Rüdiger Wolfrum, The Law of Armed Conflict and the Use of Force: The Max Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 176.
]  [22:  David M Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929–1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 433.
]  [23:  Phillip Goodheart, 50 Ships That Saved the World (New York: Doubleday, 1965), p. 175.
]  [24:  James MacGregor Burns, Roosevelt: The Soldier of Freedom (US: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1970), p. 141-142.]  [25:  Hermon G Gill, Volume I – Royal Australian Navy, 1939–1942 (1st edition, 1957) (Australia : The Griffin Press, Adelaide, 1957), p. 485.] 

In conclusion, there were many differences in the decision making processes that led to countries choosing war over peace from 1939-1941. For Germany, a country run by totalitarianism and nationalism, it would be revanchist expansionist policy that would lead to war for the country. For France and the United Kingdom, their failed policy of appeasement would weaken their position and ultimately drag them into the second world war to attempt to maintain some semblance of power balance in Europe as well as to show their commitment to their pact signed with Poland. For the United States, their policy of neutrality served them well in the earliest years of the war but their potential to change the direction of the war would always likely have seen them involved and this was demonstrated by Japan’s pre-emptive attack on Pearl Harbour. Perhaps if France and Britain had abandoned the policy of appeasement before the annexation of Czechoslovakia the war could’ve been avoided, or perhaps it would have just begun earlier leaving war as the only choice for Europe.
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