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War made the State and the State made War, Politics and Warfare in the Modern Age Assessment 2 – Essay
With at least three countries in mind, compare and contrast the decision-making process in 1939-1941 that chose conflict over peace. 
A horrible, but accurate detail that must be acknowledged is that at no time in human history has there been continuous, unilateral peace between all nations. There have only been pauses between disagreements, conflicts and wars. From Persia and Sparta, Rome and Germania, both the First and Second World Wars and the Cold War, nations have continuously decided to negatively engage one another: either through conventional arms or the use of politics and subterfuge. Although each conflict has often aided the advancement of humanity and our societies, it has only come at a terrible and devastating cost. 
Prior to the global introduction of democratic governments that rule a country, most of the world was governed by warlords, kings / queens, nobles, emperors or despots. It was often the case that these individual leaders decided upon how their country would act and react, based only upon their own egos and personal agendas. This included the conduction of war on their own population, neighbours or long-standing enemies. However, with the implementation of elected governments, the roles of royalty / overlords diminished considerable and were limited further by the development of constitutions. Critical decisions were increasingly placed in the hands of the government, something that answered to and enacted the will of the people. Due to this duty to the population, modern governments must attempt alternatives and explore many avenues before conducting any military action, key when war is a serious possibility. 
This essay shall attempt to discuss, compare, contrast, analyse and explore the decision processes utilised by Britain, Germany and the United States of America (USA) in the years 1939 – 41. Also, how each nation ultimately decided to enter into   the conflict rather than into further pursuing a peaceful resolution. The main points of focus conveyed through this paper will be the individual motivations, reasoning, decisions and actions that lead each country into a more conflict driven direction and eventually war. Utilising the examination and analysis of both primary and secondary sources will ensure that this essay produces a concise, accurate and detailed comparative analysis of the facts and conditions connected to this topic. More specifically, what were the process by which these nations declared war and engaged in one of the bloodiest and most crucial conflicts in history, World War II. 
World War I was often referred to as the “War to end all Wars” by the generation that lived through it. However, taking place between September 1st 1939 and September 2nd 1945, it was World War II that is considered to be the “the most destructive global conflict in history[footnoteRef:1]”. Early hostilities were defined by the lightning advance of Nazi Germany conquering almost the entirety of western Europe, before being held at bay by Britain. Similar to their actions in WW1, late entry to the conflict by the U.S.A came as a result of direct attack by the Japanese (Pearl Harbour). The pushback of these axis forces eventually happened towards the middle of 1944. The allied development of more technologically advance weaponry helped turned the tide in favour of the allied advances. By the end of hostilities in 1945, it is estimated that between “35,000,000 to 60,000,000[footnoteRef:2]” people were killed. These figures include military and civilian casualties, and individuals that were executed in the numerous instances of war crimes undertaken in both spheres (European / Pacific).  [1:  BBC, “World War Two - The most destructive global conflict in human history”, www.bbc.co.uk, (Cited May 16th 2022), Available from: https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/world-war-two-the-most-destructive-global-conflict-in-human-history/z6q8bdm#:~:text=World%20War%20Two%20was%20the,Japan%20and%20the%20United%20States. ]  [2:  John Graham Royde-Smith, “World War II1939–1945”, Britannica, February 28th 2022, (Cited May 16th 2022), Available from: https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-II ] 

Germanys’ decision to choose war, instead of peace, during 1939-41 was clear even before the period in question.  In 1925 Adolf Hitler’s book “Mein Kampf” was published, and in it his ideas and motivations were clearly outlined. In this publication he argued that Germany needed “lebensraum” (living space), and that Germany as a whole should “[concentrate] all of its strength on marking out a way of life for our people through the allocation of adequate Lebensraum for the next one hundred years[footnoteRef:3]”. Following the Nazis sudden rise to power in 1933, and as a means of achieving this overall goal, Germany dismissed all stipulations of the Treaty of Versailles in regard to armaments and military build-up. The party’s swift, meteoric rise enabled the longest and most rapid military build-up of any pre-war nation. This placed Germany in the key position moving forward, allowing them to be able to strike when necessary.  [3:  United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “Lebensraum”, ushmm.org, (Cited May 19th 2022), Available from: https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/lebensraum ] 

Germany’s expansionist objectives started with the Anschluss and the occupation of the Sudetenland, both of which were initially unopposed by Europe. In 1938 Britain and Germany ratified the Munich Agreement, a diplomatic solution that was supposed to ensure that further expansion would cease. However, Germany sought to circumvent this and continued expansion, while also politically planning for a protracted war, as evidenced by the “Pact of Steel”, May 1939. A secret passage of this agreement first drafted in 1938, alluded to a proposed war with Britain and France. One of the requirements was that Germany and Italy join forces in the event of war being declared, “Should one of the high contracting parties be attacked by France and Great Britain, without their attack being provoked on its side, the other high contracting party will at once afford aid and assistance with all its military forces[footnoteRef:4]”. This combined with the “Molotov-Ribbentrop” non-aggression pact with Russia, highlights how far Germany was in regard to committing to war, while maintaining the façade of peace to other countries.  [4:  D. C. Watt, “An Earlier Model for the Pact of Steel: The Draft Treaties Exchanged between Germany and Italy during Hitler's Visit to Rome in May 1938”, International Affairs, Volume 33, Number 2, Pages 185-197, April 1957, (Cited May 19th 2022), Available from: https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/2608855?seq=1 ] 

Gerhard L. Weinberg in his book “The Foreign Policy of Hitler’s Germany” analyses this entire period of German aggression and negotiation. He states that “with a green light from Moscow, Hitler was hopeful that he could both have his war with Poland now and so upset Britain and France that they would not intervein[footnoteRef:5]”. For Germany this entire period was defined by political movement that enabled violent expansion, while maintaining treaty systems that helped prevent all-out war. These actions were completely opposite to the mistakes made by Germany pre-WWI. However, Hitler’s invasion of Poland would cause nations (Britain and France) to intervene and declare war on Germany. This forced an acceleration of German plans and a Blitzkrieg based war to begin. Something that would eventually lead to the fall of France, Denmark, Norway, Finland, Belgium and Holland by June 1940. The battle of Britain began soon after.   [5:  Gerhard L. Weinberg, “The Foreign Policy of Hitler’s Germany Starting World War II, 1937-1939”, The University of Chicago Press, 1980, (ISBN 0-226-88511-9) Page 628, (Cited May 19th 2022)] 

When compared to the cold, calculated, anticipated use of war as a means of expansion for Germany, Britain’s’ decision process is somewhat emotional in its basis. Throughout the period of 1937 to 1939 Britain sought to appease the Nazis and Germany. This was a naive attempt to stave off the inevitable conflict that was about to irrupt, setting Europe ablaze for the second time in half a century. The reasoning behind this unwillingness to commit to armed opposition was based on one emotional and one logical fact. Firstly “Chamberlain - and the British people - were desperate to avoid the slaughter of another world war[footnoteRef:6]”, the memory and effect of the WWI was still   raw. Large amounts of the population were still suffering both its’ physical and phycological impact. Secondly, “Britain was overstretched policing its empire and could not afford major rearmament. Its main ally, France, was seriously weakened”, making a success in any engagement far from guaranteed.  [6:  Imperial War Museum, “How Britain hoped to avoid war with Germany in the 1930s”, www.iwm.org.uk, (Cited May 22nd 2022), Available from: https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/how-britain-hoped-to-avoid-war-with-germany-in-the-1930s   ] 

It may be argued that Britain’s pretence for the Munich agreement was that of a defensive war tactic. Designed to enable an extended build-up in armaments to establish at least a reasonable defence as outlined by General Ismay. In his summary of the situation in late 1938, he states “from the military point of view, time is in our favour, and that, if war with Germany has to come, it would be better to fight her in say 6-12 months’ time, than to accept the present challenge[footnoteRef:7]”. Altogether this highlights that even though compared to that of Germany, Britain was behind militarily, British command was undoubtably preparing for the German aggression that was soon to come.  [7:  General Ismay, “Source 3”, National Archives,  September 20th 1938, (Cited May 23rd 2022), Available from:  https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/chamberlain-and-hitler/source-3/ ] 

With this understanding it was inevitable that, like Germany and the Soviet Union, Britain would form treaties. These were used as a means of slowing or giving the future enemy pause in their eventual advance. The Polish “Agreement of Mutual Assistance” is one example of these treaties. Similar to the German “Pact of Steel”, it was a mutual agreement for military support in the event of attack. Article one of this agreement highlights just how close both Britain and Poland felt they were to war with Germany. It states, “Should one of the Contracting Parties become engaged in hostilities with a European Power in consequence of aggression by the latter against that Contracting Party, the other Contracting Party will at once give the Contracting Party engaged in hostilities all the support and assistance in its power[footnoteRef:8]”. From the language used, and the timing of this agreement, it can be inferred that Britain (if not to the same extent as Poland) didn’t trust that Hitler’s Germany would adhere to the Munich Agreement.  [8:  Edward Halifax, Edward Raczynski, “The British War Bluebook Agreement of Mutual Assistance Between the United Kingdom and Poland - London, August 25, 1939” Yale Law School, August 25th 1939, (Cited May 21st 2022), Available from: https://avalon.law.yale.edu/wwii/blbk19.asp   ] 

The 1939 German invasion of Poland meant that Britain, now obligated by signed treaty, declared war on Germany. However, unlike Germany, there were some Britain’s that still believed peace was a possibility. Prime Minister Winston Churchill was confronted by his foreign secretary Viscount Halifax (backed by Neville Chamberlain ex PM) regarding a potential peace negotiation via Italy, they felt that without this attempt Britain would fall. Both men threatened to resign and threatened to instigated a vote of no confidence in an attempt to move the PM. This led to the Cabinet crisis of 1940, However, Churchill responded by rousing parliament, and in an earlier cabinet meeting stated the need for resistance was that, “It was impossible to imagine that Herr Hitler would be so foolish as to let us continue our re-armament. In effect, his terms would put us completely at his mercy. We should get no worse terms if we went on fighting, even if we were beaten, than were open to us now[footnoteRef:9]” [9:  History Extra, “The May 1940 War Cabinet Crisis: Churchill’s darkest hour?”, www.historyextra.com, October 6th 2017, (Cited May 23rd 2022), Available from: https://www.historyextra.com/period/second-world-war/the-may-1940-war-cabinet-crisis-churchills-darkest-hour/ ] 

Although this instance highlights that there was still a desire for peace, Churchill was correct in his assessment and of the nature of Hitler and the Nazis. Both Germany and Britain followed similar processes in their progression toward war. Both used treaty as a means of potentially stemming wider conflict. However, that is where the similarities   end, as Germany’ s only goal was the domination of the world: compared to the desire to prevent a repetition of WW1 by Britain. 
When compared to that of Germany and Britain, the United States’ involvement and decision to participate in the Second World War was strangely protracted, and towards the end of the period in question, accelerated. The USA joined the war in late 1941, almost instantaneously following the attack on Pearl Harbour by Japanese forces.  However, the decision to aid other countries fight was made much earlier, signifying a definite passive American involvement. 
During the inter-war period, the whole of the USA had undergone a significant shift away from the ideas of Woodrow Wilson: the use of interventionism as a means of promoting several foreign policy points, including self-determination and world peace. From 1921 onward, Americans suffering from the economic effects of the great   depression and other hardships, opted for a policy of isolationism. This change of attitude and policy lead to a somewhat indifference to several key global events. These included the invasion of Manchuria by the Japanese and Nazism’s expansion in Europe. 
American polls taken during this period highlighted this idea of remaining out of the war. Between 48% - 93% agreeing that America shouldn’t go to war, however this changed in September 1940 with the “Selective Service Training and Service Act[footnoteRef:10]”.  This act authorised the draft of 900,000 men between the ages of 25 – 35 for military service. Simultaneously, Germany had begun it’s British offensive (The Blitz), and when asked  “Which of these two things do you think is the more important for the United States to try to do–to keep out of war ourselves or to help England win, even at the risk of getting into the war”, only 52% voted that the USA should help. This could have been the result of Americans realising that if Britain, with its vast empire, was open to attack, America would likely be the next target.  [10:  United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “How did Public Opinion About Entering World War II Change Between 1939 and 1941?”, ushmm.org, (Cited May 17th 2022), Available from: https://exhibitions.ushmm.org/americans-and-the-holocaust/us-public-opinion-world-war-II-1939-1941#:~:text=The%20Japanese%20attack%20on%20the,II%20against%20the%20Axis%20powers. ] 

In his second term as President, Franklin D Roosevelt had long held the idea that America should do more to help aid the dissolving situation in Europe. However, due to the 1935 neutrality act “prohibited exporting arms and ammunition to any foreign nation at war[footnoteRef:11]”, he was restricted. In 1939 the act was amended and allowed for the lifting of the “1935 arms embargo and placed all sales to belligerent nations on a “cash and carry” basis”.  Between 1940 and 1941 America participated in WWII, although not as a direct combatant, but as an enabler of defence for Britain in their time of need. Noted historian Warren F Kimball, has assessed this time as “FDR had a genuine foreign policy, one that centred on “the containment of Hitler, the survival of Britain, and the elimination of any need for large scale American intervention[footnoteRef:12]”, This is easily followed when we look back at the key steps that were taken by the FDR administration in the following year.  [11:  United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “The United States: Isolation-Intervention”, ushmm.org, (Cited May 17th 2022), Available from: https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/the-united-states-isolation-intervention ]  [12:  Justus D. Doenecke, “U.S. Policy and the European War, 1939–1941”, Diplomatic History, Volume 19, Number 4, Pages 669-698, 1995, (Cited May 17th 2022), Available from: https://www.jstor.org/stable/24912332   ] 

One of the earliest measures put into action was the “Destroyers for Bases[footnoteRef:13]” agreement. This was implemented in September 1940, by which a total of 50 outdated destroyers (warships) would be transferred to the British, in exchange for a lease of 99 years to be placed on British territory (in Canada and the Caribbean) that could accommodate an American base. Initially Britain had requested these be a gift for use as mutual defence. However, Roosevelt understood that “a deal that gave the United States long-term access to British bases could be justified as essential to the security of the Western Hemisphere”, thus relieving some of the tension that could have arisen if the public felt FDR was intentionally leading an unprepared America into another European conflict.  [13:  Office of the Historian, “Lend-Lease and Military Aid to the Allies in the Early Years of World War II”, US Department of State, (Cited May 20th 2022), Available from:  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1937-1945/lend-lease ] 

The monetary cost of purchasing war materials soon took its toll on Britain, and it became obvious the country could no longer afford to purchase the necessary items. Congressional bill HR 1776, provided for this continued defence without payment, as it “granted the president the power to “sell, transfer title to, exchange, lend, lease, or otherwise dispose of...any defence article[footnoteRef:14]”. Although this was framed by the administration as a means of protecting Europe, the action group “America First Committee”, who had argued for continued isolationism and a maintained peace, dubbed this life saving measure the “War Dictatorship Bill”. This highlighted that for some in the U.S, the threat Europe and Britain faced was not important when it came to their own safety and comfort. [14:  United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “The United States: Isolation-Intervention”, ushmm.org, (Cited May 17th 2022), Available from: https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/the-united-states-isolation-intervention ] 

The USA’s involvement in Europe wasn’t the most significant factor in their entrance into WWII. It was the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour (7th December 1941) that dragged them violently to action. Due to Japanese expansion in Manchuria and Indochina, America, Britain and the Netherlands (in a joint effort) imposed harsh and devastating economic sanctions on this country: oil supplies were cut off. This led Japan attempting to expand its territories even further in an attempt to seize the resources necessary to maintain its status as a world power. Throughout this period, Japan was still negotiating with the USA. This however would prove useless as Japan decided to launch the surprise attack on Pearl Harbour, in an aggressive attempt to keep America from interfering in their plans. A British ambassador summarised this attack perfectly “If war was to come with Japan, I can’t imagine any way in which they could have acted more completely to rally, unite and infuriate American opinion[footnoteRef:15]”. As a result, America declared war on Japan and Germany on the 8th December 1941.  [15:  History Extra, “America and WW2: when, how and why did the US get involved, and why they didn’t enter sooner?”, www,historyextra.com, April 15th 2020, (Cited May 18th 2022), Available from: https://www.historyextra.com/period/second-world-war/why-when-how-america-entered-ww2-pearl-harbor-roosevelt/ ] 

Comparing each nation’s decision-making processes in the run up to WWII provides a very interesting insight into the mindset of the countries involved. It is easy to draw comparison between German and British plans for accelerated military expansion and treaty formation, to protect themselves from one another. Whereas America and Britain share the need to remain out of the war, until it was clear that inaction would only lead to their impending danger. Entering into military conflict for Britain and America was a last resort, unlike Germany and Japan, countries that had always sought expansion through military means and at the expense of their allies. 
Examining how each of these countries conducted themselves prior to the start of WWII has highlighted some stereotypical behaviours relating to each nation. Germans are often represented as aggressive, loud, rude, sneaky, demanding and obnoxious: exactly as the government acted before the war started. The British are perceived as being cool, aloof, willing to wait in a queue, emotionally unwilling to engage and dim witted: exactly as we were before the war started, hoping that it wouldn’t. Americans are portrayed as being loud, over the top, wealthy, brash and dumb: the American government were happy to believe that the war was not their business, until the Japanese “surprised” them. Modern stereotypical imagery appears to have been founded on lots of aspects involved in the lead up to WWII.   
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