Could War in 1939 Have Been Averted, And If So How? 

The theoretical answer to the question is ‘yes.’ At first sight, there appeared to have been opportunities to stop Adolf Hitler, but none were taken until the fall of Czechoslovakia. Other factors need to be addressed, the personality of Adolf Hitler, the rise of fascism, as well as other characters in the pre-war drama. This essay will look at each of those elements in turn.

The Treaty of Versailles was not designed to be ‘carved in stone.’ Michael S. Neiberg argues in his essay on the Treaty that it was ‘flexible’ and allowed ‘future modifications.’[footnoteRef:1] Neiberg also claimed that ’none of its participants regarded it as anything but a work in progress.’[footnoteRef:2]By the late 1920’s, Germany was a member of the League of Nations, the Rhineland occupation was over, and the reparations bill had been amended thanks to the Dawes and the Young Plans. Germany was experiencing a boom in its economy.[footnoteRef:3] The Treaty of Versailles had not been rewritten per se, but the wrongs had been corrected.  To counter this, Paul du Quenoy wrote that the Treaty was a disaster because it caused bitterness and resentment in Germany that undermined the stability of Weimer government.[footnoteRef:4] The Treaty gave rise to extremist politics determined to correct its wrongs.  Germany had conveniently forgotten that she was in no condition to continue with the war but at the same time, had she been offered a just peace then the collapse into Nazi-ism may have been avoided. It could be argued that had Germany been offered more favourable terms, perhaps the moderate and democratic Weimer government may have survived.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Michael S. Neiberg ‘Did the Treaty of Versailles Provide a Framework for a Durable Peace’ History in	Dispute, edited by Dennis Showalter, vol. 8: World War I: First Series, St. James Press, (2002),	p.277.]  [2:  Ibid p.277.]  [3:  Episode one ‘Gradual Beginnings’ Hitler: Germany’s Fatal Attraction (Television Programme) (London:	Channel 5 11/5/2015). ]  [4:  Paul du Quenoy ‘Did the Treaty of Versailles Provide a Framework for a Durable Peace’ History in	Dispute, edited by Dennis Showalter, vol. 8: World War I: First Series, St. James Press, (2002), 	p.281.]  [5:  Ibid p.285.] 


By 1933, the allies had begun to believe the Treaty was unfair. At the Disarmament Conference, Hitler promised to disarm if other nations did like-wise.[footnoteRef:6] Could this have been a moment when war could have been averted? Probably not, France still did not fully trust Germany, would not disarm and did not want Germany to have an army a similar in size to her. Britain allowed Germany to expand her navy to 35% of the size of the Royal Navy. Hitler believed this was an admittance that Britain saw the Treaty as unfair and could be ignored.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Ellen Langley, Conflict and Tension: The Inter-War Years 1918-1939. Oxford: Oxford University Press	(2016), p.58.]  [7:  Langley Conflict and Tension p.59.] 


In 1935, Hitler sent troops into the Rhineland in response to the Franco-Soviet pact. Hitler’s Generals had warned that if challenged, the German army could not mount a meaningful defence and so were instructed to retreat if a challenge was made. Finance ministers warned that if any fines were implemented by Britain or France they would cripple Germany further. Britain and France did nothing, if they had, would war have been averted? Again, probably not.  If the remilitarisation had not happened then, it would have happened later.  Britain recognised that the Rhineland was German and France was in the middle of a general election and did not want to provoke another war.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Langley Conflict and Tension pp. 60-61.] 


The Treaty of Versailles redrew the map of Europe and Hitler wanted to reunite all German speaking people living in other countries.  Hitler achieved Anschluss with Austria in 1938, a country with a shared language and a shared history.  It was another break from the Treaty, and potentially another chance to stop Hitler. Britain felt that Germany and Austria were essentially the same, so why not be one country? The French government had resigned en masse due to the country’s economic problems, so was not concerned with foreign affairs.[footnoteRef:9] Could Hitler have been stopped at this point? No, the two main powers were either not interested or suffering their own problems. [9:  Ibid p.61.] 


Czechoslovakia watched the Anschluss with fear and looked to Britain and France for reassurance. Hitler had promised Czechoslovakia that she had nothing to fear from him.[footnoteRef:10] Originally, Hitler only wanted the Sudetenland, and at the Munich Conference, Britain, France, and Russia agreed to hand it over in return for ‘peace in our time.’ Britain and France both claimed to have avoided a war, Hitler had promised Sudetenland and no more.[footnoteRef:11] Within days, Hitler had changed his mind and wanted the whole country. By now, the European powers knew that war would be unavoidable. As Hitler marched into Poland, Europe went to war. [10:  ibid pp. 66-67.]  [11:  ibid p. 70.] 


The above incidents may have been used to avert the war if the allied powers had been dealing with a ‘reasonable man’, but they were not, they were dealing with Adolf Hitler.  Dr Stephen Diamond argues in his essay ‘How Mad Was Hitler’ that he was a pathological and malignant narcissist because of an abusive father. Hitler turned that anger into a hatred for the Jews, Marxists, or anything he did not like at that time. Building on studies by Henry A. Murray, Dr Diamond comments that Hitler suffered from extreme anxiety and insomnia for which his personal physician administered various medications. That he was prone to narcissistic rages, unable to take criticism, borderline schizophrenic, a megalomaniac, had a bipolar disorder, and a Messiah complex. Dr Diamond concludes that the madness of Hitler was that he was just mad, angry, embittered, full of hatred for his father, resentment towards his mother for not protecting him, a hatred of the Jews and the Marxists.[footnoteRef:12] Megalomaniacs want to dominate and control people or nations, be the centre of attention and crave admiration.[footnoteRef:13] Those with a Messiah complex believe they are the only ones who can save what they believe to be damaged.[footnoteRef:14]  As far as Hitler was concerned, it was Germany that has been severely damaged, and he was the only one able to fix it. Whilst it is not impossible to stop someone with this level of complex issues, it would be very difficult. It could be argued that the allied powers did not know the full extent of the issues they faced in Hitler or had the inclination to deal with it before it was too late.  [12:  Dr Stephen Diamond www.pyschologytoday.com ‘How Mad Was Hitler?’  20/12/2014 (accessed	15/4/26).]  [13:  Carl Vogal www.psychologytoday.com ‘A Field Guide to Narcissism’ 1/1/2006 (accessed 18/4/26).]  [14:  Dr Stephen Diamond www.pyschologytoday.com ‘Messiahs of Evil –Part Three’ 21/5/2008 (accessed	18/4/26).] 


Hitler became interested in politics around the age of sixteen.[footnoteRef:15] He mixed with antisemites and anti-monarchists before the First World War, and after became more radical in his hatred for Jews, the Marxists, democracy and the Weimer government during and after it. Hitler joins the German Workers’ Party in 1919 and by 1921 he has changed its name to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSGWP), disbanded its committee and ran it as a dictatorial leader.[footnoteRef:16] A paramilitary wing was established, the ‘Sturmabteilung’ or Stormtroopers, young men who would inflict violence as and when required.  The party was an odd mixture of anti-Semitic, anti-democracy, anti-republic, a mish-mash of issues that formed the NSGWP ideology. It attracted like-minded and loyal men such as Heinrich Himmler, Hermann Goring, Joseph Goebbels, and Rudolf Hess, who all found an opening for their own prejudices. The NSGWP was not well known outside of its Bavarian heartland, but the failed Beer Hall Putsch of 1923 bought the party to the attention of a wider Germany.  For leading the coup d’état, Hitler was jailed for five years but served less than one.[footnoteRef:17] He wrote Mein Kempf whilst imprisoned, a 700-page manifesto of what he would do if he were Chancellor and conquered the rest of Europe.[footnoteRef:18] William L. Shirer argues that if more people had read it perhaps the world would have been saved from war.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  William L. Shirer The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich London: Arrow Books (1991) p.15.]  [16:  Ibid pp.35-46.]  [17:  Ibid p.77.]  [18:  Ibid p.81.]  [19:  Ibid p.81.] 


In post First World War Europe there had been a rise of extremist politics, fascist dictatorships had been established from Spain to Hungary, and the communists had taken over Russia.  The democracies of Britain and France were the exceptions in Europe.  Extremist groups can only survive if the people are disheartened, struggling or suffering and feel that the current government are not helping them. As the Weimer government struggled to establish itself, Hitler played on this weakness and offered the solution to Germany’s ills.  The Weimer had negotiated help with its reparation payments from American financiers, Dawes and Young. The American loans had eased the financial hardships and by the mid-1920s Germany was experiencing a mini-boom.  Confidence in the government was on the rise and support for the extremists dropped.  At this point there was no need and nor a fear of war.

In October 1929, everything changed.  The Wall Street crash led to a worldwide depression and was a gift to the extremist parties.  The Weimer government again lost the confidence of the German people, who turn once more to the NSGWP who have promised to ‘Make Germany Great Again.’[footnoteRef:20] This time Hitler wanted absolute power but only through lawful means. In a mixture of elections and backroom deals, Hitler became Chancellor in 1933.[footnoteRef:21] Professor Sir Richard Evans suggested that ‘Hitler was a narcissist, obsessed with power, increasingly ruthless, a man of violence’.[footnoteRef:22] The more Hitler achieved, the more he believed in himself and the less inclined to compromise.[footnoteRef:23] As Chancellor, Hitler was not interested in the day-to-day matters of government, he left it to his subordinates, he was only interested in results.[footnoteRef:24] It would take six months and a suspicious fire in the Reichstag building to make Hitler the dictator he had dreamed of becoming. The Reichstag Fire Decree gives Hitler emergency powers to arrest and imprison without charge, ban free speech, the right to protest, and restrict civil liberties.  The Enabling Act suspended democracy, and Hitler can now govern without parliamentary approval.  Anyone who disagreed with the party was arrested and sent to Dachau concentration camp under the pretext of being ‘re-educated’.[footnoteRef:25]  [20:  Episode One ‘Politics’ The Rise of the Nazis (Television Programme) (London: BBC1 2/9/2019).]  [21:  Ibid Episode One]  [22:  Ibid Episode One.]  [23:  Ibid Episode One.]  [24:  Episode Two ‘The First Six Months in Power’ The Rise of the Nazis (Television Programme) (London:	BBC1 9/9/2019). ]  [25:  Ibid Episode Two.] 


Once Hitler came to power, would it have been possible to have stopped him? No, he was one of the few people in Germany that would welcome another war.[footnoteRef:26] James Bulgin from the Imperial War Museum said that ‘Hitler had always envisaged a world free of his two great enemies, the Jews and the communists.’[footnoteRef:27] With his narcissism, vindictive and irrational behaviour, no-one would be brave enough to speak out, those that did found themselves incarcerated in Dachau or dead, this included those who Hitler felt were a threat within his own party.  [26:  Episode One Hitler: Germany’s Fatal Attraction 2015.  ]  [27:  ‘How the Holocaust Began’ (Television Programme) (London: BBC1 23/1/20213).] 


Supposing enough people had read ‘Mein Kempf’ or the Weimer republic had survived, could World War Two have been averted? No, it would have started at a different time. Stalin could have started it in 1942. Another malignant narcissist who ruthlessly dealt with any opposition. He too was a hater of Poland and wanted her removed from the map, he also wanted to spread the communist message westwards. The allies had become cautious of Russia and communism, and Stalin’s paranoia was such that he trusted no-one.[footnoteRef:28] World War Two could have been started by Japan. The Japanese had invaded Manchuria in 1931 and had been at war with the rest of China since 1937.[footnoteRef:29] Japan had expansionist ideas in the far east and lacked the natural resources needed for its military.  A US oil embargo placed on Japan caused her to seek retribution by attacking Pearl Harbour in 1941.[footnoteRef:30]  With the US being allied to Britain and France, and Japan allied to Germany and Italy, war could have spread from the far east to Europe. What of the other fascist leaders in Europe, could they have started the war? No.  Mussolini, although a narcissist and an egomaniac who believed himself to be better than Hitler, was not strong enough to lead larger campaigns away from the skirmishes on his borders.  General Franco in Spain could not afford another war on the back of the Spanish civil war of 1936-39.  The other fascist leaders of Portugal, Croatia, Hungary, and Norway were not strong enough on the European stage.  [28:  Shirer Rise and Fall p.838.]  [29:  Longley Conflict and Tension pp. 42-43.]  [30:  Imperial War Museum www.IWM.org.uk ‘Why Did Japan Attack Pearl Harbour’ (accessed 18/4/26).] 


Could war in 1939 have been averted?  Theoretically ‘yes’, nothing in history is inevitable.  In reality, ‘no’.  Hitler wanted war, all fascists do.  Through ‘Mein Kempf’, Hitler had made it clear what he wanted to do, remove the Jews and the communists, expand into Russia and conquer Europe. Britain and France did the best they could, but they were war weary, with a depleted armed force. Appeasement would not work with Hitler, but it bought enough time to prepare for war. Further evidence that it could not have been averted is that it did take place, notwithstanding the far east, World War Two did start in September 1939. 
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