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Rejections of Democracy

The Interwar Years and World War II, 1917 to 1945

Many people in the West thought they had won the Great War in the name
of democracy. Western civilization increasingly promoted the idea that
most adults in a state should share in governance, making decisions

through conflict and compromise within legal and moral boundaries of behavior in
established parliaments and other representative bodies. While such participatory
politics had been growing in power and influence since the seventeenth century,
democracy remained difficult. Democratic governments were undermined by the
Great War’s loss of life, economic destruction, high-handed government policies,
shattering of old morals and traditions, and flawed peace process (see timeline E).
The “war to end all wars” led to the even worse World War II.

DECLINE OF THE WEST?

The Scientific Revolution had offered science as the vehicle for humanity’s progress
toward peace and prosperity. But the modern chemical explosives and machined
weapons of the Great War showed how science might instead drive nations toward
death and destruction. Nor could science help much as a worldwide plague, the
influenza pandemic (1918–1919), killed perhaps as many as forty million people
worldwide, far more than the deaths caused by the recent war.1 The flu germs swept
around the globe with amazing velocity and lethality. Only the natural mutation of
the germ and increasing resistance of the human immune system defeated the
plague. But what could prevent a new epidemic from striking? Many people no
longer had the same confidence that science could make the world a better place.

New scientific views in physics that followed those of Darwin in biology and
Freud in psychiatry further weakened confidence that the world could be under-
stood and improved. Einstein’s complex theory of relativity (1916) replaced the

1. It is sometimes called the Spanish flu, since physicians first studied it in that country. That
version of the flu, however, probably originated in the United States.
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logical simplicity and sensible familiarity of Newton’s clockwork universe. Accord-
ing to this new theory, a person’s position of observation, or point of view, could
affect such facts as the measure of time or distance. Even matter and energy were
interchangeable, according to the famous formula E � mc2 (energy equals mass
times the speed of light squared). The physicist Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle
(1927) stated that one could know either the location or the direction of an atom’s
electron, but not both simultaneously. Another theoretical experiment for under-
standing the atom, Schrödinger’s cat, suggests that states of matter are only deter-
mined by observation (such as not knowing whether a cat in a box is alive or dead
until the box is opened). These additions to atomic theory became metaphors for
increasing doubt.

The future of world peace also grew increasingly uncertain, despite the clear
victory of the Allied Powers in the Great War. The American president Woodrow
Wilson in particular had proclaimed that the Great War was about making the world
safe for democracy. Indeed, many of the new countries created out of the peace
settlement of the Paris Peace Treaties drew up democratic constitutions. They actu-
ally made reasonable attempts at practicing responsible self-government. Real par-
ticipation of all adult citizens—with laws and amendments even finally granting the
vote to women—reached its high point in most modern industrialized states just
after the Great War. Having the structures of republican government, though, did
not always result in actual practice of the democratic process.

The Great War’s peace process unexpectedly undermined principles of
democracy. Negotiations had started off with much optimism in Paris in January
1919. At that time, the Europeans welcomed Woodrow Wilson, the first sitting US
president ever to leave the country. Since America’s power had won the war for
the Allies, the other leaders of the “Big Four” allies (Lloyd George of Britain,
Clemenceau of France, and Orlando of Italy) grudgingly accepted his preemi-
nence. A year earlier, in January 1918, while the war was still raging, Wilson had
already set the tone for peace proposals with the declaration of his Fourteen

Points. These ideals proposed a world of international cooperation with open
and honest diplomacy, support for nationalistic principles, and avoidance of war-
fare. The European peoples certainly hoped, based on the sound common sense
and decency of the Fourteen Points, that Wilson’s American vision would estab-
lish a better future for all nations.

Wilson also envisioned a new international institution, the League of Nations.
This organization was meant to replace the obviously failed practice of sovereign
nations facing off in a balance of power, with or without alliances. Instead, the
League was to promote collective security in a fashion similar to the Concert of
Europe conducted by the Congress of Vienna a century before. Its standing forum
of delegates would replace the need for emergency congresses or conferences con-
vened every time an international crisis threatened to flare into war. The League
offered the possibility for diverse nations with divergent interests to work together
rather than against one another. Another world war, people rightfully feared, could
doom civilization as they knew it.

It was too much to hope, however, that a few months of negotiations could
easily overcome the grudges and disagreements amassed during a thousand years
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of European conflict since the Treaty of Verdun in 847. Complicating resentments
further were the aspirations of oppressed colonial peoples all over the world. The
League’s own doom was largely determined by the exact place in which it was
called into existence, namely Paris, the capital of Germany’s bitter enemy. Instead
of forging a new beginning for cooperation in Europe, those who wanted to pun-
ish the Central Powers outmaneuvered Wilson’s good intentions. In the Treaty

of Versailles, signed in Louis XIV’s baroque palace, the Allies forced the Germans
to accept primary blame for the war. That treaty also pointedly excluded Germany
from the new organization of “free” peoples. Thus, one of the most important
great powers was deliberately left out. The victorious Allies also shut out their
former great power ally Russia because of its new communist government (see
below).

The worst blow to League membership was when the United States refused to
join. Many Americans had never shared Wilson’s vision of world participation; they
instead thought the United States should return to an isolationist attitude. These
Americans tried to ignore the reality that the United States was inextricably tied up
in world affairs with its colonies in the Pacific, its grip on the Caribbean and Latin
America, and its worldwide economic reach. Additionally, partisan politics poi-
soned the process. Wilson was a Democrat, and both houses of Congress were held
by Republican majorities. The Republican leaders of the Senate, which constitution-
ally ratified all treaties, suggested a few changes they thought would preserve Amer-
ican independence of action and control over its own armed forces. Wilson refused
to compromise and embarked on a whirlwind campaign to win popular support
for “his” treaty. The stress of traveling thousands of miles in just a few weeks
brought on a stroke, which incapacitated him. His wife, Edith, practically ran the
White House for months as she interpreted the bedridden president’s feeble
attempts at communication.

Wilson’s removal from politics meant that the United States of America signed
a separate peace with Germany, without the covenant concerning the League of
Nations. So the United States turned its back on collective security and drifted into
isolationism. Great Britain and France, nervous about the growing influence of
American power, were glad at first to see the Americans leave. For the next two
decades, the isolationist United States retreated behind the imaginary shelter of the
Arctic, Pacific, and Atlantic Oceans. The defensive value of bodies of water, however,
shrank in an age of iron-hulled motorized ships and aircraft.

Strangely, the United States had become essential to Western civilization even
as it withdrew its political interests. Before World War I, most cultural, widespread
economic, and social influence came from Europe. After the war, European society
seemed stagnant compared to the creativity coming from Americans. During the
Roaring Twenties, America swelled with the artistic creativity of the Jazz Age. The
“Lost Generation” of American writers, disillusioned by both World War I and Amer-
ican materialism, led the literary elites of the West even while they drank past mid-
night in Paris. Since America became the main creditor nation of European war
debts, New York replaced London as the capital of global finance (see figure 13.1).
This cultural and economic shift to the New World remained unthreatening to the
Old World because of the United States’ reluctance to maintain large armed forces
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Figure 13.1. New York City. A construction worker on a skyscraper in
Manhattan admires the nighttime skyline. (National Archives and Records
Administration)

or to throw around its diplomatic weight. American jazz music, however, hit Europe
hard, thrilling those who were moved by its African-based rhythms and horrifying
those who could not hear its beauty or appreciate its complexity.

Millions first heard jazz music over the new invention of radio, which tied the
world’s cultures together as never before. Although invented before the war, radio
as a medium came into its own in the 1920s. Radio stations were built all over the
industrialized nations. Although usage taxes (paid by owners of radio sets) sup-
ported public broadcasting in many European countries, radio’s expansion in the
United States was mostly financed through paid advertising. Either way, radio sig-
nals reached around the globe, especially thanks to the British Broadcasting Corpo-
ration’s growth throughout the British Empire.
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When not gathered at home around their radios for entertainment, Western
audiences also flocked to the movies. Motion pictures, like radio, had started in
industrialized countries before the war but became wildly popular afterward. Movie
theaters or cinemas, specially built or remodeled from performance halls, showed
films reporting on current events, adapted from classic plays and literature, or
newly created for the silver screen. American filmmakers in the sunshine of Holly-
wood became the most prolific creators of that medium worldwide, soon outpro-
ducing the Europeans.

Movies became a dominant feature of Western culture. One of the first movie
stars, the British-born Charlie Chaplin with his “Little Tramp” character, became an
iconic figure around the globe. For the first few years, movies had no sound except
as provided by local musicians in the theaters. The first movie with synchronized
sound, The Jazz Singer (1929), portrayed the clash of old culture (a Jewish cantor)
with his modernized and Americanized son (the jazz singer of the title). It symbol-
ized the new age replacing the traditional past. Because of the success radio and
movies had in English-speaking countries, English increasingly became the lan-
guage of international media and culture.

The new world tied together by radio and movies seemed even smaller because
of new innovations in transportation. Airplanes soared across oceans. Lindbergh
captured the public imagination with the first solo flight from New York to Paris
(1927). His instant fame demonstrated how radio and newsreels spread informa-
tion and invented celebrities. Airlines soon began to fly paying passengers across
all barriers of land and sea. The most popular and affordable transport was the
motorcar or automobile, symbolic of the movement and force of the twentieth cen-
tury. As the car became the backbone of industrial production, the demand for
paved roads and parking began to radically transform the urban and rural land-
scape. Automobiles also allowed more young people to escape parental supervi-
sion, making the “backseat” a byword for sexual opportunity.

The standards of living rose briskly in most of the industrialized West during
the 1920s. At first, the costs and destruction of the Great War had drained the
resources of many European nations, but it only took a few years to realign their
economies back to peacetime production. Then, consumer consumption became
the great engine for economic growth of modern economies. More manufacturing
meant better pay and benefits for productive workers. While advertising enticed
westerners to purchase goods and services, easier access to credit lent them the
means to do it quickly and conveniently. A rising level of prosperity nurtured an
irresistible tendency toward materialism. Refrigerators and washing machines were
soon not just novel modern conveniences but necessities. Even factory workers
expected leisure time and vacations. By the late 1920s, members of the widening
Western middle classes were enjoying themselves as never before.

For some people, that enjoyment included consuming mood-altering chemi-
cals. Psychoactive substances such as opium (increasingly purified into morphine
and heroin), cocaine, and marijuana became more accessible due to modern agri-
culture, processing, and transportation. As authorities in Western nations grew
concerned over increasing rates of addiction and the resultant social destruction,
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they began to regulate and outlaw such recreational drugs. The United States
went furthest, outlawing the manufacture and selling of alcohol with a law declar-
ing Prohibition (1920–1933). Alcohol has been, of course, the most widespread
recreational drug since civilization began, whether in the form of beer, wine, or
distilled liquor. The American experiment with controlling alcohol consumption
was unusual and ultimately unsuccessful. Unsurprisingly, recreational drug use
remained prevalent in Western nations despite their official restrictions or prohi-
bitions.

Despite a seeming prosperity, for some the rising materialism, increasing drug
use, and spreading popular culture encouraged pessimism. For them, the war had
killed or damaged too many promising youths, weakened traditional elites, and led
to a decline in churchgoing. Oswald Spengler, in The Decline of the West (1922–
1926), summed up people’s fears. Although his book was more discussed than
actually read, Spengler claimed in dense prose that Western civilization had become
senile. The events of the 1930s seemed to prove his point.

The troubles began with the Wall Street crash (1929), which then triggered
the worldwide economic collapse called the Great Depression (1929–1941). In
the 1920s, the stock exchanges on Wall Street, the financial district of New York,
had been pushing people to invest more money than ever before. The eagerness
to own stock, even in companies that were overvalued, pushed the prices higher.
Many people, both rich and middle class, were buying stock on credit, believing
that prices would keep rising forever. Thus, billions of dollars in stock values had
accumulated out of sheer optimism and greed. One Thursday morning, 24 Octo-
ber 1929, some investors began to doubt the alleged worth of these stocks and
sold them while the market was high, hoping to cash out with big profits. As
other investors tried to bail out as well, the market fell fast. Too quickly, financial
institutions began to collapse, and wealth disappeared. Within a few weeks, the
value of the market had fallen by 50 percent, and it continued to fall for the next
three years. Billions of dollars of capital simply vanished into thin air.

Since New York had become the pivotal center for the investment of capital,
the Wall Street crash smashed other Western economies. Banks called in their
loans, but borrowers had little with which to pay them back. Even when banks
confiscated collateral, such as homes or real estate, they still had too little cash
on hand when frightened investors demanded their deposits. Forced into bank-
ruptcy, banks failed, and the life savings of millions of people disappeared. Many
businesses could not meet payrolls, saw their capital resources drained, and
closed their doors. As consumers had too little disposable wealth to buy goods
and services, businesses shut down because new orders dried up. More workers
then had no paychecks, further weakening demand and consumption. Govern-
ments tried to defend their countries’ factories and farms by erecting protection-
ist trade barriers of high taxes or bans on imports. These measures only damaged
international trade and did little to help the domestic economies. Even food
prices fell, forcing one out of every four farms into foreclosure in the United
States. Millions of people went on the move looking for jobs, but too few could
be found.
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These effects spread through the industrialized West, hitting hardest in the
United States, Japan, Germany, and Austria. The worldwide economic depression
of the 1930s accelerated the abandonment of parliamentarianism in those countries
where they had had too little time to take root. People began to question their
government’s competency or whether democracy could work at all. Great Britain,
France, and a few others clung to their parliamentary democracies, while commu-
nist and socialist parties gained in elections in nearly all Western nations.

The only place where organized socialist and communist movements remained
weak was in the United States. In America, the administration of President Franklin

Delano Roosevelt (r. 1933–1945) found other solutions to the economic collapse.
When FDR (as he was commonly called) ran for president in 1932, he revitalized
the Democratic Party with a coalition of intellectuals, Southerners (both white and
black), Jews, farmers, immigrants, and workers—all united in getting the economy
moving. Roosevelt’s advisors declared laissez-faire classical liberal economics as a
fraud, since its free reign to the capitalists had brought on the economic collapse.
Instead, he proposed a “New Deal” for Americans, with massive government inter-
vention in the economy and the society.

The heart of the New Deal program was Keynesian economic theory, which
suggested a revision to the long-dominant theory of laissez-faire or classical liberal
economics. Laissez-faire theory assumed that capital would always be available for
investment. But the economic worldwide collapse of 1929 had eliminated many
banks and much capital. To get out of such a serious economic collapse, when
private capital was in short supply, British economist John Maynard Keynes recom-
mended that governments spend money they borrowed from themselves. Such gov-
ernment spending could help fuel a recovery, which could then revive private
capital investments. The massive public debt created by deficit spending could later
be paid off through the normal taxation and borrowing from banks after people
were working and investing again. Most Western governments began to adopt and
use this deficit spending practice regularly.

Deficit spending by Roosevelt’s administration put Americans to work at gov-
ernment expense at jobs that ranged from planting trees to writing plays, building
bridges to digging ditches. Nevertheless, the American economy failed to fully
recover during the 1930s. Majorities of Americans, however, cheered by these
efforts and FDR’s image of cheerful and determined optimism, voted him into office
four times, more times than any other US president. Meanwhile, Roosevelt’s politi-
cal and economic enemies hated the growing power of the federal government and
accused FDR of socialism and dictatorship.

Leaders of other democracies in the West did not enjoy the kind of popularity
FDR had in America, although they did share his inability to end the Depression.
Those leaders who did gain popular followings actually became dictators and often
carried out real socialist policies. One after another, many westerners turned away
from the enlightened participatory politics of liberal democratic parliamentarianism
and handed their fates over to dictators. These dictators then tried to reshape the
world into their own visions.
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Review: How did the West suffer cultural confusion in the wake of war?

Response:

RUSSIANS IN REVOLT

The first great political alternative to the Western democracies arose out of World
War I with the Russian Revolution (1917–1922). Before the Great War, the Russian
Empire had already been playing catch-up, as it ponderously industrialized in imita-
tion of its European rivals. In politics, though, the absolute monarchy of Tsar Nicho-
las II (r. 1894–1917) had shown little interest in democratic institutions. Revolution
then forced change, as it had in France a century earlier, with results that were
equally unexpected. The Russian Revolution’s overpowering ideology pioneered
new forms of government: the modern dictatorships of totalitarianism and
authoritarianism.

These types of dictatorial regimes became commonplace after World War I.
Although authoritarianism was somewhat less intrusive and effective than totalitari-
anism, both types adapted absolutism to a democratic age. As in an absolute monar-
chy, one person took charge of the state. Yet unlike the monarchies of old, the new
dictators did not descend from some special god-linked dynasty but rather claimed
to be singled out by “historical destiny.” Napoleon Bonaparte exemplified this type
of charismatic genius who seized power from incompetent politicians. Often, the
lower-class birth of a dictator worked to his advantage, allowing a portrayal as a
man of the people, a member of the masses who had become important and
empowered with industrialization. The authoritarian leader’s clothing helped to
cement this new image. Gone were the crowns, ermine robes, and scepters of kings.
Instead, the business suit, antiquated traditional costume, or worker’s overalls and
cap linked the dictator with average citizens; as an alternative, a military uniform
asserted the values of discipline, obedience, and force.

As opposed to monarchs, who relied on tradition, dynasty, nobility, and reli-
gion, the modern dictator maintained power through the modern mechanism of a
political party—elite followers who willingly and diligently served the leader. The
party embodied the “will” of the people, who were only asked to participate in
rigged elections and plebiscites. The party structure channeled the will of the dicta-
tor down to the local level. Combined with the modern technologies of mass com-
munication, bureaucracy, and law enforcement, the masses could be mobilized to
achieve national goals as never before in history.
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The authoritarian and totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century sprang from
both the nationalism and socialism that had arisen in the nineteenth century. Karl
Marx died in 1883, never thinking that the first successful proletarian revolution
might take place in Russia, because of its minimal industrialization. The Russian
regime had always lumbered on under the sheer weight of its conjoined rule of
tsar, Orthodox Church, and landed aristocracy.

Defeat in wars, however, triggered drastic change for Russia. The empire first
showed its vulnerability when it lost the Russo-Japanese War (1905–1906). The
Japanese surprise attack on Russian positions in East Asia expanded its own imperi-
alism at Russia’s expense. Nimble Japan successfully humiliated stumbling Russia.
In reaction to the defeat of Russian armies and navies, the 1905 Revolution broke
out. The Soviets (or councils) of Workers and Soldiers organized by the socialist
Leon Trotsky provided some real muscle behind the revolt. At first, Tsar Nicholas II
made concessions, at least to middle-class demands for a representative and limited
government. After loyal troops returned from the front, however, he realized he
had the power to crush the rebellion after all. Consequently, Tsar Nicholas acted
on a basic principle:

No revolution can succeed against a relatively competent
government.

The tsar broke his promises to liberalize his government, revoked the constitution,
and repressed the radicals, executing some and sending many others to prison in
Siberia. They and others already in exile survived to organize again.

The enormous costs of World War I offered a second chance for revolution, as
the tsar’s system failed in the crucible of that brutal conflict. The Russian front, as
mentioned in the previous chapter, is often ignored in histories, which prefer to
concentrate on the dreadful trench warfare of the western front. Yet the vast ebb
and flow of armies from the mountainous Balkans to the frigid Baltic ravaged east-
ern Europe more horribly than the Battles of Verdun or the Somme had western
Europe. The Russians did have some successes against the hapless Austrians, but as
the efficient German high command took over operations on the eastern front,
Russia found its troops ground up by modern weaponry. Tsar Nicholas himself
went to the front to command the troops, but he lacked any skills beyond his lim-
ited ability to inspire.

Meanwhile, the capital of Petrograd (the new name for St. Petersburg, which
sounded too Germanic) remained in the hands of the tsar’s dilettante wife, Tsarina
Alexandra. She fell under the spell of the charismatic charlatan Rasputin. That mad
“monk” had convinced her that he could cure their son, the Tsarevitch Alexei, of
hemophilia. People suspected that Rasputin exercised a baleful influence over Alex-
andra, ruling from behind the scenes. Even after a group of nobles brutally mur-
dered Rasputin, the government still seemed adrift. The high casualties among the
soldiers and increasing food shortages for the common people made Russia ripe
for collapse.
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The spark that set fire to the dynastic façade came from the Russian women, or
“babushkas” (named after their headscarves). On International Women’s Day, 8
March 1917, women trying to provide meals for their families became fed up with
government incompetence in bread rationing and took to the streets in protest.2

Troops sent in to put down the riots with force instead joined the babushkas.
Within a week, Tsar Nicholas was talked into abdication. The Romanov dynasty
ended; the first, and brief, Russian Republic (1917) began.

This new liberal democratic parliamentarian government was a revolutionary
success in itself. Its fate, however, foreshadowed what would happen to so many
other regimes after the Great War, as the newly responsible politicians failed to
solve their nations’ problems. Three serious issues faced Russia’s new leader, Alex-
ander Kerensky, a leftist Socialist-Revolutionary. First, the elected government
shared power with a shadow regime made up of the revived Soviets of Workers and
Soldiers. Second, the wrangling political parties failed to unite on a common policy
to solve issues of land reform or to energize the economy. Consequently, food
shortages worsened. Third, and worst of all, the government continued fighting
Germany after being urged, bribed, and bullied by the other Allied Powers to stay
in the war.

A clever move by the Germans guaranteed that Russia’s fragile republic would
fail. They sent Lenin (b. 1870–d. 1924) on a sealed military train from Switzerland
to Russia in April 1917. Born as Vladimir Ilyich Ulanov, this revolutionary had taken
on the pseudonym “Lenin” (whose meaning is unclear) and at the turn of the cen-
tury had become leader of the Bolsheviks, a faction of the Russian Social Democratic
Party. Bolshevik means the “majority,” and Lenin claimed the name for his follow-
ers after winning a minor issue during a party congress held in exile in London in
1903. Actually, the other Social Democrats, the Mensheviks, or “minority,” were
usually in the majority on most issues. Still, Lenin knew the value of a good label.
The term Bolshevism gave a Russian name to Lenin’s strict, hard-line Marxism: the
belief that an elite party of dedicated revolutionaries would carry out a violent
revolution. Lenin had no patience with the desire of other revisionist Mensheviks
and their social democracy to work with the bourgeoisie and change society gradu-
ally by applying constitutional methods. Nevertheless, until 1917 Lenin had merely
offered words and ideas, having spent some of his adult career in Siberia and the
rest in exile in western Europe. By sending Lenin back to Russia, the Germans
hoped that his revolutionary activities would destabilize their enemy. Lenin seized
the opportunity for the long-awaited proletarian revolution and fulfilled German
hopes, to their later regret.

Lenin laid out his program to the masses with beautiful simplicity: “Peace,
bread, and land!” He promised to end the war, feed people, and let peasants have
the land they worked. He was not interested in winning elections. In mid-July, his
Bolsheviks tried to seize control of the government. Although that uprising failed,
Lenin had converted to his cause Leon Trotsky, who had wavered over the years

2. Russia still operated under the Julian calendar, so what the rest of the West counted as
taking place in March was called the “February” Revolution by the Russians.
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between Menshevik social democracy, Bolshevism, and his own version of Trotsky-
ism. Trotsky then provided more power through the Soviets of Workers and Sol-
diers. The better-planned October Revolution succeeded with barely a hitch during
the night of 6–7 November 1917.3 A large number of leftists, including Socialist-
Revolutionaries, Mensheviks, and Bolsheviks, seized key public buildings. The war-
ship Aurora in the Petrograd harbor fired the shot that launched the assault on the
government sitting in the Winter Palace. After a few more shots, the revolutionaries
basically strolled right into the palace, which was defended by few soldiers, includ-
ing some in the grandly named Women’s Battalion of Death. Later films showing
heroic battles were mere propaganda. Kerensky himself had already left and eventu-
ally ended up in New York, where he died in 1970.

On the morning after Lenin’s coup, the leftists elected him as head of the provi-
sional government. Now Lenin put into actual practice his version of Marxism, soon
called Leninism. Bolshevism moved from theory to practice. First, Lenin’s dictator-
ship began with disbanding the new representative assembly the day after it opened
in January. Second, he quickly outlawed and destroyed all the other political parties
who had helped in the October Revolution. Terror and violence by secret police
and revolutionary-inspired informers kept people in line. Third, Lenin declared a
policy of war communism, which nationalized business and industry, both domes-
tic and foreign owned. The land reform went through, at least by taking properties
away from the bourgeoisie and the Orthodox Church. Fourth, he reduced the work-
day to eight hours. Fifth, Lenin relocated the capital from Petrograd to Moscow,
seeing Petrograd as too exposed to foreign intervention.

At the time, the forces of opposition were indeed dangerous. The first problem
was Germany. Lenin ended Russian participation in World War I with the Treaty of
Brest-Litovsk in March 1918. It gave away one-third of the Russian Empire’s Euro-
pean possessions, although most of those areas (Finland, the Baltic states, Poland,
and the Ukraine) were mostly inhabited by non-ethnic Russians. Then the “Whites”
(a loose alliance of nationalists, monarchists, republicans, and socialists) counterat-
tacked the “Reds” (the Bolsheviks and their fellow travelers) from all directions of
the compass. The Bolsheviks in turn murdered the imperial family, who had been
under house arrest in the distant Ural Mountains. They shot in cold blood the
former tsar, his wife, and their five children (including little Anastasia, contrary to
the claims of later pretenders and cartoons).

For a while, it seemed as if the Whites might succeed in their counterrevolution,
especially as they were briefly helped by foreign intervention. The Poles provoked
their own war, hoping to expand their border to include territories once belonging
to the greater Poland-Lithuania. Even more dangerously, Allied armies (British,
French, Japanese, and American troops) seized Russian ports in the north along the
western Arctic coast, in the south along the Black Sea coast, and in the east on the
Pacific coast of Siberia. Their ostensible reasons were, first, to help fight Germany;
second, to prevent munitions sent to the Russian Republic from falling into Bolshe-
vik hands; and finally, simply to crush the Bolsheviks themselves. At one point, five

3. Again, because of the Julian calendar, Russia’s “October” Revolution took place in what
the rest of the West called November.
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thousand American troops occupied the northwestern ports of Russia, while nine
thousand were in eastern Siberia. American soldiers invaded Russia, shot at Rus-
sians, and killed some.

Still, the Bolsheviks won the civil war by 1920, despite Allied intervention. The
counterrevolutionary Whites lacked any common political program, military coordi-
nation, or revolutionary fervor. The Reds had better lines of internal communica-
tion, the support of many of the peasants, and united, strong resolve under the
leadership of Lenin and Trotsky, who had commanded the Red Army.

Following the first Bolshevik victory, the country lay in ruins, with millions
dead, millions more threatened with famine and disease, and the economic struc-
tures in shambles. Here Lenin showed his true genius by introducing the New Eco-
nomic Policy in 1921. This policy reversed the extreme nationalization program of
war communism. The NEP allowed most businesses to be privately owned again
and to generate private profits in relatively free markets. By the mid-1920s, Russia
had gained stability and caught up with its prewar economic status.

The new success of the country was reinforced in 1922, when Lenin declared
Russia to be the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, or USSR (1922–1991). At
the core of this new political structure was the Russian Federative Soviet Republic.
It included much of the old Russian Empire, including Siberia. Some of the other
socialist republics somewhat contributed ethnic diversity, such as Ukrainians, Belar-
usians, Uzbeks, Turkmen, and Kazakhs. The collective state of the USSR defied and,
indeed, superseded nationality with a new ideology based on proletarian revolu-
tion. The central Communist Party controlled the government bureaucracy and
elections, while the Politburo, its highest organ, directed the people in a socialist
transition to the utopia of communism prophesied by Karl Marx. Most inhabitants
accepted the new stability of their self-proclaimed “workers’ paradise.”

The victory of the communists in the Russian Revolution inspired imitators and
raised alarm in Western nations. In the chaos of the Great War’s end, communists
briefly seized power in Hungary and parts of Germany. In 1920, the Party of Institu-
tionalized Revolution settled Mexico’s decades of political instability. This Mexican
socialist regime carried out land reform on forty million acres and nationalized
foreign companies. Even though Mexico found itself too poor to compete with
industrialized states, Western nations feared that more socialist revolutions could
threaten their own status.

During this Red scare (1918–1922), Western politics became dominated by
nativism, a fear of foreigners and immigrants. Western nations controlled their
borders, suppressed radical political parties, arrested and deported suspected sub-
versives, and fired left-wing teachers and civil servants. In 1919, the US government
founded a new national police agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI),
to fight domestic communism. In hindsight, such fears were unrealistic. By the mid-
1920s, communism had gained hardly any additional believers.

In Communist Russia, the man who had guided the revolution to its success
was also faltering. Lenin ruled in a modest fashion, often out of the public eye. He
began to fall ill from a series of strokes in 1922. His wife, Krupskaya, did her best
to convey the increasingly debilitated leader’s wishes (as Edith Wilson had done for
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her husband only a few years before). Lenin was dead by January 1924. His mummi-
fied corpse, displayed in a glass case within a tomb in Red Square, became the
sacred shrine for his Bolshevik revolutionary success. The Bolsheviks now had to
find a replacement for Lenin while lacking a political mechanism for choosing a
successor.

The logical choice was Leon Trotsky, a key figure in the revolutions since 1905.
He had much practical experience as an organizer of the Soviets and the Red Army.
He was energetic, intellectually brilliant, and rhetorically inspiring. Yet some criti-
cized Trotsky for arrogance, his Jewish heritage, and his ideological impurity: he
had only converted late to Bolshevism. Strangely enough, others deemed him too
radical as he pushed a program to start communist revolutions around the world.

In the end, Lenin’s successor was a man called “Steel” or Stalin (b. 1879–d.
1953). Born Joseph Vissarionovich Dzugashvily in Georgia in the Caucasus Moun-
tains, Stalin had played only a marginal role in the early revolutionary period. In
the new Soviet Union, though, he rose to become general secretary for the Commu-
nist Party. In that position, Stalin directed the hard drudgery of bureaucracy neces-
sary for the functioning of any complex modern state. He also found jobs and
arranged promotions for his own friends and supporters. Stalin’s position of first
advocating socialism in one state, Russia, before taking on world revolution made
him appear more moderate.

Stalin quickly secured his own dictatorship. As general secretary of the Commu-
nist Party since 1922, Stalin’s design of the constitution in 1924 enabled him to take
control of both party and state by 1927, ratified by constitutional revision in 1936.
He convinced the Politburo to throw Trotsky out of the party and even exile him
from Russia. Trotsky fled to socialist Mexico City, where in 1940 an assassin, on
Stalin’s orders, bashed in Trotsky’s head with an ice axe.

Once in complete control, Stalin added his own variant to what Marx and Lenin
had implemented before him. Stalinism probably would have horrified both of
them. The experimentation of the early years abruptly ended. Instead, Stalin estab-
lished an absolute personal dictatorship, supported by the cult of his own perso-
nality. The dictator eliminated all his rivals, culminating in the Great Terror

(1936–1938) that echoed the Reign of Terror of the French Revolution. Stalin
arrested tens of thousands of “Old Bolsheviks,” those who had fought alongside
Lenin and Trotsky. All women, who under socialist principles of equality had risen
to positions of authority, were removed. He liquidated half of his officer corps.
Many of these victims were purged through show trials, where they publicly con-
fessed to crimes of espionage or counterrevolutionary activity of which they could
not possibly have been guilty. Stalin had many victims officially executed; others
simply “disappeared.” Stalin sent thousands to internal exile, in prison labor camps
in Siberia called gulags.

The propagandized benevolent image of Stalin countered this campaign of fear.
Stalin made sure that his own face, name, and reputation shone brighter than every-
one else’s, including Marx and Lenin. The entire history of the revolution was
rewritten to emphasize Stalin’s alleged central role. Numerous holidays, ceremon-
ies, and programs were dedicated to Comrade Stalin, who, with paternal caring
similar to that of the tsars of old, looked after his proletarian flock.
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People put up with this megalomaniacal side of Stalin’s regime partly because
of his success with another key part of Stalinism: modernization. The Soviet Union
had already advanced further than it had under the tsars, but that achievement was
not good enough for Stalin (see figure 13.2). He felt that his state was decades
behind other advanced countries and wanted to make up the difference quickly. In
1928, he ended the New Economic Policy, Lenin’s experiment with free-market

Figure 13.2. A poster from the Soviet Congress of 1934, held by Stalin,
celebrates the revolution, boasting that under the leadership of Lenin,
Russia would march to victory. (Art Resource)
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capitalism and private ownership. Instead, a series of Five-Year Plans revived cen-
tral planning of the economy to a degree never before experienced. The govern-
ment bureaucracies transformed the economy in the minutest detail, emphasizing
heavy industry. Forced laborers hastily built new cities in Siberia, such as the poorly
planned Magnitogorsk, which went from a population of a few bears to two hun-
dred thousand people in ten years.

Stalin borrowed freely from the United States. The steel works in Magnitogorsk
were modeled on those of Gary, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh, along with their freely
flowing industrial pollution in air and water. Large-scale, mechanized, industrial
farming in the American heartland inspired collectivization of agriculture in Rus-
sia. The state confiscated the peasants’ land, and communal groups then farmed
the land. Many peasants resisted surrendering the land they had only recently
gained. The regime machine-gunned such opponents or sent them to prison
camps. In turn, many peasants slaughtered their own animals or burned their own
crops in retaliation, thus contributing to a major famine. In all, the application of
the Five-Year Plans killed perhaps ten million people and caused suffering for mil-
lions more.

In the long term, Stalin was successful, if success is measured by power. The
land was cleared; homes grew out of wilderness; factories hummed with machinery.
Stalin’s policies also provided access to education and health care for all citizens.
The standard of living for most Soviet comrades far surpassed that of the tsar’s
subjects. Stalin had transformed a weary, second-rate great power into the second
most powerful nation in the world, next only to the United States of America. “Noth-
ing succeeds like success,” quip the Americans. Many westerners, disillusioned by
their own infighting of splintered parties and the failures of capitalism in depres-
sion and inflations, admired what Stalin had accomplished. They joined socialist
and communist organizations in their own countries, confident that these ideas
embodied the future. It was easy to ignore the millions of dead: the pointless World
War I, the heartless flu—death had taken so many in the past decades. At least these
Russians, some said, had died for the worthwhile cause of progress. Unfortunately,
no one could ask the dead for their opinion.

Review: How did the Bolsheviks establish a new kind of state and society?

Response:
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LOSING THEIR GRIP

During the years after World War I, the colonial empires of the Western powers
began to weaken. Exhausted by the efforts of global war, the European powers did
not even realize that the strength of their imperial embrace was wavering. In reality,
profits and tax revenues from maintaining empires failed to cover the costs of
investments and government payments. Leaders slowly came to believe that mod-
ern colonialism was not worth the costs in taxes and lives. Meanwhile, their distant
subjects were also growing restless, and stronger.

At war’s end, though, the European leaders still clung to continuing their own
empires, and the new League of Nations helped them with that effort. The League
took charge of the colonial territories of the defeated Central Powers and handed
them out to the victorious Allies, calling them mandates. The British and French
Empires received most of the former German colonies of Africa and the southern
Pacific as well as much of the non-Turkish regions of the dismantled Ottoman
Empire. The Belgians took over Rwanda and Burundi, near King Leopold’s original
colony of the Congo. The Belgian colonial rulers pitted the very similar Hutu and
Tutsi peoples against one another in order to better control the colony. As far as
the imperialist planners of Western nations were concerned, at first it seemed that
the twentieth century would continue just as the nineteenth had.

Colonial peoples saw this sharing of the spoils as a betrayal of President Wil-
son’s idea of self-determination in the Fourteen Points. The West believed itself to
have exported its glorious Western civilization to peoples who still lived in dark-
ness. Those peoples who lived in the allegedly dark places of the globe did not see
it that way. The victors callously ignored delegations from colonial areas. The Wafd
(or “Delegation”) Party from Egypt could not make its plea for independence heard.
The Chinese argued in vain for concessions on extraterritoriality. Western leaders
even snubbed Japan, their ally in the Great War.

For the next few decades, westerners remained confident they could hold on
to and continue to convert the rest of the world to their way of life. Even though
profits from colonial areas were slim to nonexistent, confident investors still hoped
to make money. They believed they could adapt the colonial lands to the world
economy, mostly to benefit the various mother countries. For example, confident
British imperialists thought a handful of Oxford-educated civil servants and trained
police officers could handle populations in South Asia that outnumbered them by
thousands to one.

This imbalance in numbers tilted ever more against the West. Europe’s own
prosperity had caused a population explosion in the nineteenth century, when
the inhabitants doubled in number, even with immigration to the Americas and
colonial possessions. By 1914, however, imperialism had brought these industrial
and scientific advantages to the four corners of the world. Soon the peoples of Asia
and Africa also underwent their own population explosions (which to some extent
still continue). In contrast, modern industrial society led in the West to smaller
families. Compulsory education raised the cost of having children, since they could
not contribute to the family’s labor resources. Better workers’ benefits also reduced

PAGE 392................. 19249$ CH13 12-18-18 09:25:01 PS



R E J EC T I O N S OF D E M O CR AC Y 393

the need to have enough children to support parents in their old age. So population
growth slowed, stopped, and even began to recede in European countries through-
out the twentieth century. Soon the “white” portion of world population began to
shrink, as it is still shrinking today, compared with the “colored” portion. Europe-
ans already in the 1920s noticed the trend and began to fear a Yellow Peril, a threat
that Asians might regain their independence or even come to dominate the West.
These fears found expression in suspense novels about the inscrutable evil genius
Fu Manchu or the conquering “Yellow hordes” in the Buck Rogers in the 25th Cen-

tury comic strip.
Contrary to Western stereotypes, the colored peoples of the world were neither

stupid nor evil. Certainly, they had not gone through a commercial revolution, a
scientific revolution, or an industrial revolution on their own. With imperialism,
however, the lessons learned from those tumults were available to anyone with an
open mind (and at less risk and lower costs). Once they had recovered from the
initial shock of the Western invasions and subjugations, colonized peoples began
to wield the westerners’ own ideas against them, especially that of nationalism. Self-
government was not only for Belgians or Italians but also for Chinese or Congolese.
Meanwhile, the Bolsheviks in Russia promoted themselves as the friends of
“oppressed peoples” (covering up their own russification of non-Russian subjects).
Soviet calls to resist capitalist and imperialist exploitation found willing listeners.
Thus, the pressures of the native peoples for self-government grew relentlessly.

The British Empire, which set the example for imperialism in the nineteenth
century, led the way in its decline in the twentieth. Immediately after the Great War,
its imperial structure began to crumble. The trouble began closest to home as the
“Irish Problem” flared up for the British. In Ireland, the political party Sinn Fein

(“Ourselves Alone”) had worked toward independence from Britain since the turn
of the century. In 1916, their Easter Rising in Dublin had been bloodily crushed. As
soon as the war was over, many Irish formed the so-called Irish Republican Army
(IRA). At first, the IRA used terrorism, but soon it organized enough to fight a civil
war against the special British police troops, the “Black and Tans.” The growing
violence convinced Great Britain to withdraw. Both sides agreed to a semi-
independent Irish state in 1920. In 1938 this state became the completely sovereign
Republic of Ireland.

The fighting did not stop, however, as some Irish thought the victory incom-
plete. The sore spot remained in the counties of Northern Ireland, also called
Ulster, which stayed part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain. Back in the 1600s,
Protestant Scotch-Irish families had settled there and ever afterward formed the
majority. Since they had been in Ireland as long as white people had in North
America (or Afrikaaners in South Africa), they considered themselves Irish, even if
they identified with the Protestant English and Scots more than the Roman Catholic
Irish. The moderate majority throughout Ireland accepted this division of the
island, but some few demanded the whole island be under one independent gov-
ernment. So Irish Catholics in the south began killing other Irish Catholics over this
disagreement. The Irish Republican Army broke apart in this second civil war. By
1922, the moderates’ acceptance of a divided island had won. Over the next five
decades, only a few underground terrorists occasionally and ineffectively surfaced
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with a bombing or assassination to protest the ongoing political division of the
island.

Of greater consequence to the decline of British power (although less violent)
was the breakaway of the empire’s four self-governing white dominions. Great
Britain settled the three most important dominions, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand, in the same way as they had the American colonies. British immigrants
stole the land from the natives, whether called the First Nations and the Inuit of
Canada, the Aborigines of Australia, or the Maori of New Zealand. They wrote fraud-
ulent treaties, forced the natives from their lands, confined them to reservations,
and discriminated against them in the towns of “white” society. By 1900, white
populations had transformed these dominions into Western, modern, industrial-
ized states that were comparable economically and socially to any in Europe. In the
fourth significant dominion, the Union of South Africa, the white ethnic British and
Dutch Afrikaaners co-ruled the land, even though they were in the minority to the
various tribes of black Africans.

All four of these states were tired of being bossed around by a Parliament sitting
in London. As British dominions, they had been automatically drawn into World
War I, where too much of their own people’s precious blood had been spilled far
from home on the battlefields of Europe. The dominions saw too many differences
in economic policy as well, especially as the Great Depression overwhelmed the
globe. In 1932, these four states negotiated an equal partnership in the newly
formed British Commonwealth. This new structure offered its members economic
cooperation, not political compulsion. As for the United Kingdom, the British
Empire clearly dropped in its status as the ranking world power after losing direct
and immediate access to the resources of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and
South Africa.

The British Empire suffered still more setbacks in the Middle East and South
Asia. In 1922 the British finally granted independence to Egypt, a territory they
had snatched from the Ottomans in the late nineteenth century. The British kept
ownership, though, of the crucial Suez Canal until 1956. To compensate for the
loss of Egypt, the British grabbed on to mandates carved out from the destroyed
Ottoman Empire. Drawing arbitrary borders of straight lines on the map, British
geographers contrived the countries of Iraq and Transjordan. They put in charge
new kings, Faisal and Abdullah of the Hashemite dynasty. These two Saudis had
been allies of the British during the Great War but had never before lived among
the Arabs in Iraq or Transjordan.

The appointed king of newly created Iraq ruled over diverse peoples: a handful
of Jews and Christians, and the Sunni Arabs in the center of the country, who tradi-
tionally hated the Shiite Arabs in the south. Also, the non-Arab Kurds in the north
were frustrated that they had not gained their own country of Kurdistan (which
would have taken parts of Turkey and Iran as well). The British helped Faisal fight
insurgencies, using airplanes with poison gas against rebel Kurds and Arabs. By
1926 they had tired of fighting. The British withdrew, although they kept key mili-
tary and economic privileges. The next year, petroleum was discovered under Iraq’s
sands. Although modern British technology was necessary to pump the oil from the
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ground and refine it, Iraq was ultimately sole master of this resource, which made
it a power to be respected and feared in the region.

Britain’s other mandates in the Middle East were as troublesome as Iraq. The
British cut the Ottoman province of Jordan into two parts, Transjordan and Pales-

tine. The latter was beginning to receive the Jewish immigrants encouraged by the
Balfour Declaration made during the Great War, which had committed Britain to
allowing a Jewish “homeland” there. The native Arabs quickly grew resentful at the
growing numbers of new Jewish neighbors. By 1936, violence between Jews and
Palestinian Arabs had intensified into a near civil war, with the British caught in the
middle. By 1939, a fateful year, the British stopped all Jewish immigration in order
to keep the peace with the Arab majority.

Meanwhile, the “jewel in the crown” of the British Empire, the Indian subconti-
nent, was also hostile to continuing English rule. The British mistakenly believed
their regime was doing the Indians a favor. They correctly argued that India’s vast
area had never actually possessed a unified native government. Often Indians had
been ruled by foreign conquerors, of which the British were merely the latest.
Instead of being grateful, however, Indians resisted with their own version of West-
ern nationalism. The Indian National Congress, founded in 1886, began as a body
to help maintain British dominion but soon worked to get rid of the same.

After 1915, the British Empire was shaken to its roots by the return to India of
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (b. 1869–d. 1948). In his youth Gandhi had tried
to assimilate. After studying law in London, Gandhi first tried to practice law in
South Africa. Originally, Gandhi had been just one more Indian trying to make
himself over as British. Then the injustice of being thrown off a train because he
was not a white European radicalized him. Gandhi learned that for people of color,
the Western ideals of liberty and equality were empty promises. After he had orga-
nized the Indian community in South Africa to fight for civil rights, he returned to
his native India in 1915.

By then, Gandhi had rejected westernization as materialistic, immoral, and god-
less. He began to transform into a traditional Indian holy man, with enough success
to earn him the honorific title “Mahatma” (Great Soul). He discarded Western pin-
striped suits, starched collars, and ties and instead wore loose, homespun robes
and shaved his head. He cultivated asceticism and simplicity. Certainly, some
aspects of his life took on a touch of the unusual, such as his concern with vegetari-
anism or his practice of resisting sexual temptation by (literally) sleeping alongside
naked young women. Most importantly, though, Gandhi took Indian religious ideas
and turned them into a political philosophy. He claimed that satyagraha (soul
force) could defeat the greatest empire in history, and his soul force was based on
civil disobedience. Indians, he felt, would wake up British sensibilities with their
own ideals of decency and fair play.

A massacre by the British of hundreds of peaceful protesters in 1919 at Amritsar
(or Jallianwala Bagh), boycotts of manufactured goods, protests of taxes on salt,
and peaceful marches against discrimination all worked to Gandhi’s advantage. In
turn, the British periodically imprisoned him. His nonviolence left him immune to
criticism about means, while his fasts, simplicity, and eccentricity made him resis-
tant to personal attacks. News spread by the international press made Gandhi a
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popular hero around the world. Only the most stubborn of the British, like Winston
Churchill, thought that England could hold on to India for much longer.

Meanwhile, the other European imperialist powers failed to recognize the pre-
cariousness of their own situations. France continued to hope to “civilize” its Carib-
bean, African, and Asian subjects. Belgium continued to exploit the Congo. The
Italian, Dutch, Portuguese, and Spanish outposts limped along. Ignoring calls to
recognize humanity in all people, certain westerners began to glorify attitudes of
imperialism even more than the many nationalists had in the nineteenth century.
These beliefs helped hatch a new ideology based on racism and violence.

Review: How were the Western empires slowly weakening?

Response:

FASCIST FURY

The brief spirit of international cooperation seen in the League of Nations was soon
overwhelmed by the intensification of nationalism and imperialism. Bolshevism had
adapted to nationalism and imperialism under Stalin. A new political ideology, fas-
cism, now furiously swept across much of eastern Europe, as yet another alterna-
tive to both communism and capitalism. Like the Bolsheviks, fascists rejected the
actual practice of parliamentarian democracy, which they saw as more about politi-
cal opponents quarreling than solving serious problems. Despite this agreement on
method, both Marxists and fascists were essentially different from each other. Fas-
cism focused on national unity. Instead of Marx’s ideology of how class conflict
drove historical change, fascists argued for ethnic conflict.

In the fascist point of view, the stronger people should dominate while the
weaker died out. The fascists cited the eugenics movement, which twisted scien-
tists’ revelations about heredity. Supporters of eugenics called for breeding policies
to eliminate undesirables from the human gene pool. In the fascist analysis, the
clash of peoples, whether between large races, smaller nations, or tiny tribes,
changed the course of the world.

Fascist ideology called for a corporate state that unified the leader and people
of one ethnic group. Fascists believed that since both workers and property owners
belonged to the same ethnic people, they should cooperate in harmony under the
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beneficial guidance of the leader of the corporate state. Their protection of private
property, properly used, made allies of the economic elites, while socialist language
won over the workers. Even the old nobility might be welcomed back as guardians
of the national heritage.

Fascists also exalted violence. They embraced militarism, reflected in their love
of uniforms, banners, and parades. Other militaristic virtues such as obedience,
discipline, and endurance of hardships replaced liberal ideals such as creativity,
freedom of conscience, or expanding opportunity. Fascism went beyond typical
militarism and praised violence as the greatest glory of man, whether applied to the
conquest of other peoples or to the forceful repression of domestic differences.
Fascist bullies frequently hurt others just to prove their own superiority, even if it
disturbed law and order.

The departure point of this new ideology of hate and hurt was Italy. That coun-
try’s imperial inferiority complex had combined with embarrassment over its lack-
luster performance in World War I. At the war’s end, Italians found their “victory”
to be hollow and bitter. They had never really won any great battles. Their few
acquisitions of territory from the dismembered Austrian Empire caused more prob-
lems than they were worth, since they actually added troublesome ethnic minorities
from German South Tyrol and Slavic Istria. Italy had failed to gain anything from
the Ottoman Empire, and the papacy, still bitter over the loss of the Papal States,
continued to frustrate national politics. Italian politics was bogged down with post-
war economic readjustment causing unemployment and strikes, while the tradi-
tional socialist, liberal, and conservative parties could not cooperate with one
another.

Out of this swamp, a former anarchist and socialist, Benito Mussolini (b.
1883–d. 1945), rose to become the first theorist and practitioner of fascism. Musso-
lini declared that he had the answer to Italy’s civil disorders, even while his fascist
thugs added to the turmoil. When the fascists staged a massive March on Rome in
October 1922, Mussolini waited in the background, ready to flee the country if
anything went wrong. He need not have worried. The democratic parties simply
abandoned responsibility when confronted by the bold assertions of the fascists, as
republicans had done when faced by the Bolsheviks in Russia during 1917–1918.
The king of Italy readily appointed Mussolini as prime minister. Mussolini used this
position to become “Il Duce” (the leader) of both his party and all Italy.

It took several years, however, for the Italian fascists to reach their destination
of authoritarian power. They bullied, assaulted, and murdered their opponents.
They stripped Italians of civil liberties and political responsibility. Meanwhile, their
propaganda showcased their job programs, swamp drainage, housing construction,
and arrests of undesirables. Many people even came to believe that Mussolini made
the notoriously late Italian trains run on time. He did not. Yet hopeful Italians
and optimistic foreign observers convinced themselves that Italy was on the rise.
Mussolini even reconciled the pope to modern Italy by signing the Lateran Concor-
dat, establishing the Vatican City and a few other palaces and properties as an inde-
pendent territory under papal sovereignty. Italians achieved a certain perverse
pride in the rise of their national standing again. By 1927, Mussolini could do what-
ever he wished.
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What Il Duce wished was to revive the Roman Empire. His fascist version,
though, lacked the original’s tolerance for diversity. Instead, Mussolini wanted Ital-
ians to impose their culture on all their subjects. On the European continent, he
was already forcing Slavs in Istria and Germans in the South Tyrol to become Ital-
ians by forbidding their languages and even translating their family names into
Italian. On the continent of Africa, he harshly repressed independence efforts in
Italy’s colonies of Libya and Somalia. Then some Italian troops in Somalia violated
the border of neighboring Abyssinia (more often called Ethiopia) in December
1935. Mussolini could not tolerate black Africans shooting at white Italians. He
also sought to avenge the humiliating defeat of Adowa, where Italy had lost to the
Abyssinians in 1898. Thus, in the summer of 1936, Mussolini launched the Italo-

Abyssinian War (1936–1937).
In response, Haile Selassie, the emperor of Abyssinia, appealed to the League

of Nations to stop this aggression against one of its own members. The only action
the League made in Abyssinia’s defense was to impose economic sanctions against
Italy with a trade embargo on many products. These sanctions, however, neither
included oil, which powered Italy’s modern military machines, nor curtailed the
United States, which continued to trade with Italy. As a result, with modern trucks,
tanks, and planes, the Italian forces decisively defeated Abyssinia’s less mechanized
forces. By the summer of 1937, with all of Ethiopia occupied, the League lifted the
insignificant sanctions, thus essentially endorsing Mussolini’s aggression.

Fascism might have remained confined to one country (and its empire), just
as Bolshevism had been, without the Great Depression. The apparent failure of
democratic leaders compared with Mussolini’s obvious success inspired imitators:
strongmen seized power throughout eastern and southern Europe. These areas
were particularly vulnerable to fascism. The Paris Peace Treaties had created many
small states out of the former empires of Romanovs, Habsburgs, and Ottomans.
This balkanization meant that small states struggled with national identity and
ethnic minorities, economic competition with neighbors, and lack of investment
capital, all with little tradition of democracy. Many welcomed the simplistic nation-
alism of hatred and exclusion pitched by fascists.

For example, the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes founded at
war’s end soon succumbed to fascist yugo-slavism. Numerous other ethnic groups,
however, such as Montenegrins, Bosnians, Germans, Italians, Magyars (Hungari-
ans), Bulgars, Turks, Albanians, Macedonians, Pomaks, Vlachs, and Romany (Gyp-
sies), nestled with the dominant Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes within the borders of
the kingdom. Both ancient and new disagreements among these ethnic groups
frustrated cooperation and effective political action. In 1929, a bitter King Alexan-
der dissolved the parliament, suspended the constitution, and abandoned de-
mocracy. In his renamed Kingdom of Yugoslavia, Alexander enforced a royal
dictatorship based on Serbian fascism. Rather than meekly accepting the dominance
of Serbs, other ethnic groups organized an opposition. The Macedonians revived
the IMRO, and the Croatians formed the new Ustaša (Insurrectionist) terrorist orga-
nizations. Working together as assassins where they had not as politicians, they
blew up King Alexander on 9 October 1934 while he visited Marseilles, France. His
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Serbian successor, though, maintained the fascist royal dictatorship for several
more years.

In the far western part of southern Europe, the Iberian Peninsula also knuckled
under to fascist dictatorships. Generals seized power in Portugal in 1926, and their
military successors continued to rule there until 1974. In contrast, neighboring
Spain briefly experienced an expansion of democracy. In 1931, a peaceful revolu-
tion had thrown out the capricious and arbitrary king and established the Republic
of Spain. At first, liberals and democratic socialists dominated the government.
Then anarchists and communists (influenced either by Trotsky or Stalin) won elec-
tions and formed a coalition called the “Popular Front.” These reform-minded left-
ists soon encroached on the traditional prerogatives of the Roman Catholic Church
and Spanish aristocrats. Conservatives called on Generalissimo Francisco Franco to
overthrow the legitimate government. Franco began the Spanish Civil War (1936–
1939) by leaving his outpost in the Canary Islands, first to invade Spanish posses-
sions in North Africa and then mainland Spain itself. Franco outmaneuvered his
conservative allies and founded a fascist movement under his personal control,
which he called the Falange (phalanx). Fascist Italy and Germany helped him with
money, supplies, seventy thousand Italian “volunteer” soldiers, and planes and
pilots from the German Luftwaffe (air force).

Surprisingly, the legitimate Spanish republican government was able to slow
the advance of Franco’s fascist armies. A few foreign believers in democracy and
socialism, such as the writers George Orwell and Ernest Hemingway, volunteered
to aid the republicans, served in their militias, and publicized their cause. The
Soviet Union aided the republicans with some money and advisors. The help by
authoritarian Bolsheviks, however, probably hurt more than it helped the Spanish
republicans. No Western democratic government supported the leftist Spanish
Republic.

Desperate for support, the republicans made a deal with the Basques, a people
who have claimed to be the longest residents of Europe. Through centuries of
domination by Romans, Visigoths, Moors, Castilians, and modern Spaniards, the
Basques had managed to maintain their language and culture despite having little
political power. In October 1936 the Republic of Spain allowed the establishment
of the “Republic of Euzkadi,” an autonomous region of Basque self-government. To
the fascistic nationalists under Franco, such diversity in Spain was intolerable. On
27 April 1937, German bombers unleashed the first successful strategic bombing
raid in modern history on the Basque capital. By the end of the day, the city was in
ruins, with more than two thousand dead. The terror felt by the people, if not the
world, was expressed in Picasso’s famous painting, named after the Basque capital:
Guernica. The Republicans, increasingly divided along ideological and ethnic lines
and without allies, could not hold off the fascist onslaught. In March 1939, Franco
finally took Madrid and established a dictatorship that would last for the rest of his
life, thirty-six more years (see figure 13.3).

By 1939, only two countries in southern and eastern Europe remained demo-
cratic. The first country was Turkey, on the southeastern fringe of Europe. The Paris
Peace Treaty with the defeated Ottoman Empire left only a weak and small Turkish
state. Alone among the losers of World War I, however, the Turks resisted the treaty
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Figure 13.3. The Valley of the Fallen. Franco’s fascist memorial to the
dead of the Spanish Civil War was built with the forced labor of the
republican and socialist defeated. Disagreements between supporters of
the left and right or nationalism and regionalism about whether the
monument memorializes fascism too much continue to disturb politics in
Spain.

imposed upon them. An army officer, Mustapha Kemal, overthrew the Ottoman
sultan and abolished the sultanate on 1 November 1922, ending the one cultural
institution that claimed to unite all Muslims. He renamed himself Atatürk (b.
1881–d. 1938), which meant “father of the Turks,” to symbolize his role as a new
founder for the Turkish people. He led Turkish armies to drive out invading Italians
and Greeks while the British and French dithered. Atatürk then westernized his
nation and set up a secular state.

While Atatürk largely succeeded at founding a stable democratic government,
nationalistic resentments led the Turks to solve some ethnic conflicts by expulsion.
Turkey expelled most of its Greek and Bulgarian citizens, while Greece and Bulgaria
returned the favor by ejecting many of their Turks. Greeks had been living in Asia
Minor since the sixth century BC. With these forced removals, twenty-five centuries
of Greek civilization in the important region of Ionia ended abruptly. Nearly two
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million people were exchanged with much hardship, although fortunately few
slaughters. At the time, few other countries followed this relatively bloodless model
of solving ethnic claims.

The brand new country of Czecho-slovakia remained the only other state in
southern and eastern Europe to resist authoritarianism.4 Czecho-slovakia itself
seemed like a miniature version of the vast multiethnic Habsburg Austro-Hungarian
Empire, out of which it had been carved and cobbled together. The rivalry between
the two dominant ethnic groups of Czechs and Slovaks mirrored the conflict
between Austria-Hungary’s Germans and Magyars, while the Sudeten Germans mir-
rored the place of the Croats as a large third force. A minority of Magyars along the
Hungarian border wanted to join Hungary, as Serbs had wanted to leave Austria
and join Serbia. Nevertheless, Czecho-slovakia provided democratic representation
and relatively fair treatment for all ethnic groups. The Sudeten Germans’ fascination
with fascism, however, would later destroy Czecho-slovakia (see below).

Thus, by 1939, all of southern and eastern Europe had come under authoritar-
ian or totalitarian regimes: Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Poland, Austria, Hungary,
Romania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Albania, Greece, Italy, Spain, and Portugal. Those
countries in Europe that did not have fascist regimes at least had fascist political
parties. Even distant Japan (see below) prostrated itself before a clique of fascist
generals. The tide of history clearly seemed to be carrying dictatorship, not democ-
racy. Soon enough, the most fascistic of all fascists would begin a war intending to
dominate Europe, if not the world.

Review: How did fascism spread across the West?

Response:

HITLER’S HATREDS

The most notorious and successful of fascists was, of course, Adolf Hitler (b.
1889–d. 1945). In 1933 he became “Der Führer” (the Leader) of the Third Reich

4. The Czecho-Slovak State, as the peace treaties named it, had been organized by exiles in
Cleveland, Ohio, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The official name of the country between the wars
often used the hyphen to separate the two dominant ethnic groups.
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(Third Empire), supposedly succeeding the Holy Roman emperors and the Hohen-
zollern kaisers. At first, Hitler peacefully extended the borders of his German state
to its largest expanse since the fifteenth century. Then, in 1939, he launched a war
that conquered most of the heartland of Western civilization.

Today it seems incomprehensible that Hitler could have attained such great
power so quickly. Indeed, no one who had known Hitler during the Great War
would have expected his later achievements. As the son of an insignificant Austrian
civil servant, a reject from art school, and a mediocre painter of postcards, Hitler
held in contempt the diverse ethnic groups of cosmopolitan Vienna. Ultranational-
ist ideas of pan-germanism, that all Germans should unite and dominate, entered
his ideology. He fled his native Austria when the Habsburg regime called him to
compulsory military service expected of all able-bodied male citizens. Shortly after
Hitler arrived in Germany, however, he applauded the outbreak of the Great War,
volunteered, and served on the front lines. Against all odds, he survived four years.
During this time, he failed to distinguish himself with any leadership ability and
rose only to the lowly rank of corporal.

Hitler’s leadership only appeared as World War I ended and revolution threat-
ened to tear Germany apart. During the last few years of the war, the Generals
Hindenburg and Ludendorff had become military dictators, but they could not
come up with a winning strategy. They had realized the war was irrevocably lost
even before the Allied armies broke through German lines in the fall of 1918. Revo-
lutions began breaking out all over Germany (see figure 13.4). The Social Demo-
crats attempted to bring stability and to prevent a communist takeover by
proclaiming a new republic. This republican Germany, governed by its elected rep-
resentatives, has since become known as the Weimar Republic, after the city where
politicians hammered out its constitution.

Gravely threatening the fragile Weimar Republic were the peace terms imposed
by the victorious Allies. As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the whole
first part of the Treaty of Versailles, which established the League of Nations, was an
insult to the excluded Germans. The Germans could have expected to lose Alsace-
Lorraine and a few bits of land to Belgium, but they also lost a chunk of territory to
Denmark, which had not even participated in the war. In the west, they lost the
Saar region to France for fifteen years. In the northeast, the city of Danzig fell under
League control as a unique international city. Poland gained a section of land along
the north coast of Germany. This Polish Corridor gave it access to the Baltic Sea but
cut off the province of East Prussia from the rest of Germany. Even worse, the
Germans were to disarm: no navy, no air force, and an army of only one hundred
thousand men without tanks or heavy artillery.

As intended, such a force was insufficient to defend Germany, much less begin
a war. A demilitarized Germany suited France. To further Germany’s vulnerability,
the western bank of the Rhineland (that side bordering France) was to be perma-
nently demilitarized: devoid of troops and military installations. Thus, Germany
could not easily invade France or Belgium, while France could march into Germany
without trouble. To enforce these provisions, Allied troops were to occupy the
Rhineland for fifteen years.
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Figure 13.4. This editorial cartoon by Claude Shafer, “Dog-gone it!,”
illustrates the dangers of unforeseen consequences. Germany did send the
dog of revolution, namely the Bolshevik Lenin, to Russia. The Russian
Revolution took that country out of the war, but the dog of revolution can
go anywhere. After World War I, numerous revolutionary attempts broke
out in Germany and elsewhere.

Worst of all, the Allies forced the Germans in part VIII, article 231, to accept
guilt for the war and responsibility for causing all the war’s destruction. As a conse-
quence, the Allies felt justified in making the Germans pay reparations in compensa-
tion. The costs of the war had been so high, though, that it took two years for the
Allies to add up and present their bill. In the meantime, under threat of a renewal
of armed conflict and with a blockade still starving the country, the Allies forced the
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reluctant German representatives to sign the treaty on 28 June 1919, five years to
the day after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria.

Paying close attention to these developments was the former corporal Adolf
Hitler. After the war he stayed with the military, working for its intelligence agen-
cies, gathering information on the numerous political parties that were springing
up in the new Weimar Republic. He believed the propaganda that German forces
would have won if socialists and Jews had not “stabbed them in the back.” One day
Hitler attended the disorganized meeting of a group calling itself the German Work-
ers’ Party. He soon seized control of the party, changing its name to the National
Socialist German Workers’ Party, or the Nazis. Hitler then reshaped the party’s
platform into Naziism or national socialism, weaving together a powerful fas-
cism with elements of racism, pan-germanism, nationalism, socialism, sexism, mili-
tarism, conservatism, and many other ideologies.

Hitler’s love for Germany inspired a hatred for anything that he thought would
weaken his nation in his eyes. He spelled out his chief goals in his 1924 autobiogra-
phy, Mein Kampf (My Struggle). In his book Hitler argued that cultural diversity
endangered Germany. He thought that Jews and Marxists threatened the superiority
of the German race, or Aryans (drawn from a pseudo-scholarly name for the Indo-
Europeans who had settled Europe).5 To overcome this threat, he believed that he
needed to become the dictator of Germany. A true German culture would then
unify and strengthen the Germans as never before. Since other nations threatened
the German purity, Germany needed to expand into eastern Europe and acquire
sufficient Lebensraum (living space). In the same book and in speeches and writ-
ings throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Hitler laid out a vision of national revolution
and international conquest. Who could not have seen his desire for war?

Nevertheless, many both in Germany and abroad did not, even when Hitler’s
first attempt to seize political power involved force. The opportunity seemed ideal
when Germany was racked by horrible inflation. In 1921, the bill for war repara-
tions totaled 269 billion marks (worth ninety-six thousand tons of gold or over 770
billion of today’s US dollars). When the German government briefly stopped paying
the reparations in 1923, the French marched across the Rhine and occupied the
Ruhr, the industrial heartland of Germany. German workers went on strike, and the
Berlin government simply kept printing money to keep the economy functioning.
Without either gold reserves or industrial production to back it up, however, the
mark fell in value. This disastrous inflation meant that one dollar, which in 1914
had bought about four marks, would buy four trillion marks in 1923. To stop the
disaster, the rich Americans stepped in with the Dawes Plan: US banks would loan
the money to recapitalize Germany, which would then pay the reparations to
France, which could then use the money to pay back what it had borrowed from
the United States during World War I. Thus, a stream of capital flowed through the
economic veins of the West. The plan worked, ending the ruinous inflation.6

5. The Aryan “race” is not to be confused with the Arian heresy of Christianity.
6. Much of the original reparations were written off, and during the Great Depression Ger-

many stopped paying anything for years. But after World War II and even more after reunification
Germany finally paid off some of the bonds used to finance reparations. The final payment that
closed Germany’s books on the Great War was on 3 October 2010. Other bonds owed by other
countries for war debts have still not yet been redeemed. Debt endures.

PAGE 404................. 19249$ CH13 12-18-18 09:25:39 PS



R E J EC T I O N S OF D E M O CR AC Y 405

This inflation provoked political uprisings all over Germany. Among others,
Hitler attempted a putsch (German for coup d’état) organized in a Munich beer hall
to take over the province of Bavaria. The attempted coup failed miserably. Instead
of executing Hitler for treason, however, the conservative court merely sentenced
him to five years in prison. He served only nine months, using the time to write
Mein Kampf. Released from prison with his party banned, nothing more should
have been heard of him. He should not even have deserved the merest mention in
this history.

But then the Great Depression brought a return of the economic collapse. The
American capital necessary for the Dawes Plan disappeared. Economic collapse
spread around the world as banks shut down, businesses went bankrupt, and
unemployment skyrocketed. Germany suffered most of all. Hitler used the disrup-
tions to revive his party and establish it as the center of political discourse. His Nazi
party went from the ninth largest in 1930 to the single largest in parliament (the
Reichstag) by 1932. Soon democracy had ceased to function in the Weimar Repub-
lic. One chancellor with emergency powers followed another as each failed to solve
the economic crisis. On 30 January 1933, a coalition of nationalists and conserva-
tives arranged for Hitler’s appointment as chancellor.

Hitler then made sure that no remnants of parliamentary democracy would
trouble him further. Hitler frightened the parliamentary majority into removing his
rivals after a mentally imbalanced Dutch socialist committed arson on the Reichstag
building. Once in Nazi hands, Hitler’s Reichstag first outlawed the Communist Party
(which, of course, had nothing to do with the arson but was the greatest rival to
the Nazi party). In the next few months, the rump Reichstag outlawed every other
political party. As for the remaining enemies of the new Nazi order? Within a few
months, the Nazis started their first concentration camp at Dachau, near Munich.
Into this camp, and many others that followed, the Nazis sent political prisoners
(communists, socialists, and pacifists), religious prisoners (Roman Catholics,
Lutherans, and Jehovah’s Witnesses), behavioral prisoners (sex offenders, homosex-
uals), and racial prisoners (foreigners, Romany [Gypsies], and Jews).

After the communists and other political enemies had been dealt with, Hitler
then had the chance to solve his “Jewish Problem,” yet he hesitated. After some
initial firings from government jobs, a few boycotts of Jewish businesses, and some
assaults on Jews, official Nazi policies did not further harm the Jews for two years
after 1933. Many Jews thought that perhaps they had seen the extent of Nazi dis-
crimination. Nevertheless, the more fortunate Jews emigrated.

Worse did come. First, in September 1935, new laws that took away Jewish civil
rights were issued from the party center of Nuremburg. Jews lost many rights of
citizenship. In the next few years, more restrictions took away options for normal
lives. The regime exaggerated the Jews’ ethnic differences, preventing any possible
assimilation. Jewish businesses were marked, then closed; Jewish physicians could
not practice on Germans; Jewish lawyers were dismissed from courts; all male Jews
had to take on the name “Israel” and female Jews the name “Sarah.” During the
night of 9–10 November 1938, thereafter remembered as Kristallnacht (Night of
the Broken Glass) or the Novemberpogrom, an organized Nazi assault smashed
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businesses, burned synagogues, looted homes, desecrated cemeteries, and mur-
dered hundreds of Jews (although many of the deaths were officially listed as sui-
cides). Those Jews who still wished to emigrate were allowed—if they could pay
and if they could find a place to go. Few other countries wanted Jews. Even the
British invitation to Palestine was withdrawn in 1939. The international outcry was
minimal. The great powers were more concerned with Hitler’s other plans that
were slowly becoming more obvious.

Review: How did Hitler rise to power and change Germany?

Response:

SOURCES ON FAMILIES: JOSEPH GOEBBELS,
“GERMAN WOMANHOOD” (1933)

The Nazis considered their takeover of the German government at the end of Janu-

ary 1933 as a revolution that ended the so-called Weimar regime and began a

national revival along racist principles. On March 18, the propaganda minister

Joseph Goebbels opened an exhibit in Berlin on “Die Frau” (which can be trans-

lated as the “Mrs.,” “wife,” or “woman”). In his speech, Goebbels laid out the Nazi

vision for the role of women in the new Third Reich.

German Women, German Men!
I would like to see this moment as a fortunate coincidence, that I should pres-

ent my first public speech directly to German women since taking over the Ministry
of the People’s Enlightenment and Propaganda. If I should acknowledge [the histo-
rian] Treitschke’s saying, that “men make history,” I do not thereby forget, that it is
the women who raise our youngsters to be men. It is certainly known to you: the
national-socialistic movement, as the only party, keeps women far from being
directly involved in daily politics. The party has, as a result, been in many ways
bitterly attacked and demonized, and all that is an injustice. It is not because we do
not respect women, but rather because we respect them so much, that we have
kept them far from the parliamentarian/democratic quarrels which have shaped
politics for the last fourteen years in Germany. Not because we see in women some-
thing useless, but rather because we see in her and her mission something useful
for a different purpose, than that which men fulfill.

. . . Nobody, who understands modern times, could conceive of the ridiculous
idea to drive women out of public life, out of jobs, professions, being breadwinners.
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But it must not be left unsaid, that matters which are appropriate to men, must stay
with men. And to such belongs politics and the military. . . .

If we took a fleeting glance at the last few years of German decline, then we
would come to the fruitful, almost overwhelming conclusion, that so little were
German men determined to prove themselves in public life as men, so much more
did it fall to women to take on man’s duty instead. A feminization of the man always
leads to a masculinization of the woman. . . .

At the risk of sounding reactionary and traditionalistic, let me say it clearly and
baldly: the first, best, and most suitable place for a woman is in the family, and the
most wonderful task which she can fulfill, is to give children to her country and
people, children, who carry forward the generations and the immortality of the
nation. . . .

The liberal attitude toward family and child is complicit in Germany sinking so
low within a few years, so that already today one can speak of the impending extinc-
tion of our people. While in the year 1900 one mature person had seven children,
today one can expect only four children. If such birth rates remain the same, the
ratio in the year 1988 would be one-to-one.

We are not willing to stare blankly and with crossed arms at the collapse of
our culture and the destruction of our genetic substance passed on through our
bloodlines. . . .

The new German women’s movement begins here. If the nation again has
mothers, who profess themselves freely and proudly to motherhood, then the
nation cannot perish. If the woman is healthy, so are the people healthy. Woe to
the state which forgets to care for the wife and mother.

Questions:

• What does the source declare as the main role of women within society?
• What evidence does the source bring to support this need?
• How much are these values based in tradition or racism?

Responses:

Citation

Goebbels, Joseph. “Deutsches Frauentum.” Signale der neuen Zeit: 25 ausgewähl-

ten Reden von Joseph Goebbels. 8th ed. Munich: Zentralverlag der NSDAP,
1940, pp. 118–26. (Translated by Brian A. Pavlac.)
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For more on this source, go to http://www.concisewesternciv.com/sources/sof13
.html.

THE ROADS TO GLOBAL WAR

World War II can easily be seen as a continuation of World War I. That first great
conflict did not resolve the pesky “German problem”: how do you cope with a
powerful, aggressive united Germany in the heart of Europe? Legacies of imperial-
ism and nationalism remained harmful to peace. The nationalist aspirations of
many peoples in Europe and around the world remained unfulfilled. The harsh
competition produced by industrial manufacturing continued to set nations against
one another. War still remained a popular solution for resolving differences.

Not surprisingly, many democratic peoples around the world did not want
another world war. The potential death and destruction brought on by several great
powers fighting again transformed many thinking people into pacifists. The two
democratic European great powers, Great Britain and France, had been badly fright-
ened by the horrors of that first Great War and the realization of their own fragility.

Meanwhile, westernization in East Asia was laying the foundations for a new,
greater war. Imperialism’s intervention destabilized the two-thousand-year-old Chi-
nese Empire. Uprisings against the imperial regime had continued after the Boxer
Rebellion in 1901. By the end of 1911, rebels had toppled the last emperor of China
(which the child did not even notice, as he was so isolated in the Forbidden City).
The first president of the Republic of China was the Western-educated and -trained
Sun Yatsen (b. 1886–d. 1925). Sun had for years been planting the seeds for a
democratic China, organizing the Nationalist Party (abbreviated as GMD or KMT).7

He had designed the party along Western lines by incorporating ideals of national-
ism, republicanism, and socialism. His democratically inclined methods proved too
fragile, however. A few weeks after Sun had been sworn in on 1 January 1912, a
general forced him out of the presidency and took power. Even so, the new military
dictator could not prevent more uprisings, leaving much of China under the sway
of local warlords.

Japan took the opportunity to replace Western imperialists in China, as World
War I distracted the European great powers. The Japanese had learned from West-
ern imperialism about the importance of colonial possessions. Many Japanese lead-
ers now felt called to rule East Asia and the Pacific. Japan joined the Allies at the
beginning of World War I and took over the German extraterritorial privileges in
China. Japan soon began to consider that problematic country its special protec-
torate.

The postwar period went less well for Japan, as the Western powers sought to
rein in its expansionist tendencies. The Japanese resented the disarmament confer-
ence held in Washington, DC (1921–1922), which restricted the Japanese navy to

7. Chinese and Japanese personal and family names are traditionally in reverse order com-
pared with Western names. Thus Sun was his family name and Yatsen his personal or familiar
name. Also, the difference between GMD and KMT or other names comes from a change in the
late twentieth century in how to transliterate Chinese characters into the Latin alphabet. In this
text, the more modern is listed first, although the second version is still frequently seen.
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being at a lower rank than the British and American navies. The Japanese were
insulted by racist American laws limiting Japanese immigration. Then the Great
Depression struck Japan in 1930 with all the fury that had wiped out businesses in
the United States. Many Japanese blamed the resultant unemployment and social
disorder on their European-style parliamentarianism. Consequently, many Japanese
adopted Western fascism. Japanese fascists wanted to establish a new, revived, glori-
ous Japan, this time with imperial domination of Asia. Intimidation and assassina-
tion silenced the critics as the Japanese military gradually came to dominate the
government.

Japan’s fascists knew their opportunity to dominate China was limited, since
China had begun to achieve stability under the leadership of the Nationalists. After
being ousted from the presidency, Sun rebuilt his own political base against the
warlords by using the Nationalist Party and some new allies. One ally was Russia,
which Sun’s protégé, Jiang Jei-shei or Chiang Kai-shek (b. 1886–d. 1975), had
visited in order to learn modern Soviet military organization. Sun’s Nationalist Party
also allied with the fledgling Chinese Communist Party. Founded in 1921 and
inspired by the Bolsheviks, Chinese communism was another successful Western
export to Asia. In 1927, after Sun’s death, Jiang became leader of the GMD, attacked
many warlords, and, unexpectedly, defeated most of them. Along the way, he also
attacked his former allies, the communists, driving the survivors into a distant prov-
ince in the southeast. By 1928, Jiang began to urge the Western powers to give up
their oppressive extraterritoriality treaties and recognize China as an equal, sover-
eign great power.

The interaction of nationalism, imperialism, and communism complicated Chi-
na’s politics. Since the communists had withdrawn to rural southern China, one of
their leaders, Mao Zedong (b. 1893–d. 1976), began to adapt to the needs of the
Chinese peasants, especially focusing on land reform. Then the communists sur-
vived a second attack by Jiang’s Nationalists through their legendary “Long March”
of 1934–1945. The communists retreated for thousands of miles until they reached
a haven in the far north. At the same time, the Japanese seized the province of
Manchuria from China. After Jiang’s government appealed to the League of Nations,
an investigatory committee looked into the matter and weakly criticized the Japa-
nese aggression. In reaction, Japan became more belligerent. In 1937, a minor inci-
dent at the Marco Polo Bridge in Beijing (named after the medieval Italian traveler
to China) prompted the Japanese to launch a full-scale invasion. Japan’s attack on
the city of Nanking in December 1937 viciously slaughtered almost half the city’s
population of six hundred thousand. The violation of tens of thousands of Chinese
women gave the assault its name: the Rape of Nanking. The rest of the world,
including the Western powers, watched and did nothing. They did not realize that
this war between two Asian great powers was the beginning of World War II (1937–
1945), which was soon to engulf them all.

Britain and France were more concerned with German aggression in Europe,
although even there they took no action. The French hoped that their Maginot Line,
a series of complex and expensive fortifications begun even before Hitler came to
power, would stop any possible German attack. In 1935, Hitler began to openly
rearm Germany, directly violating the Treaty of Versailles. In 1936, he remilitarized
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the Rhineland, completely ending the imposed restrictions of the treaty. In March
1938, he bullied fascist Austria into agreeing to annexation, or Anschluß. When
Austria’s chancellor tried to hold a referendum to preserve Austrian independence,
German troops simply marched into the country. Most people in Austria and abroad
accepted the fait accompli. Austrians who openly objected wound up dead or in
concentration camps. Then in the fall of 1938 at the Munich Conference, Hitler
got the British, French, and Italians to sign off on his annexation of the Sudeten-
land, an ethnic German part of Czecho-slovakia. After that agreement, most ethnic
Germans in Europe lived under Hitler’s authority. The “rump” Czecho-slovakia
meanwhile had lost the ability to defend itself.

The inaction of the great powers concerning the events both in Asia and in
Europe has often been attacked as appeasement. The word simply describes a
policy of giving in to an aggressive government’s demands rather than fighting. It
has become a term implying weakness and failure because, with hindsight, these
actions made Japan and Germany better prepared for war. At the time, though,
Western leaders saw appeasement as a reasonable approach. Not every issue is
worth a war. When it came to Hitler’s demands, why should Germany not be armed
as every other nation was? Why should Germany not reasonably occupy and defend
its own territory? How could anyone say that Germany should not include all ethnic
Germans?

After the easy annexation of the Sudetenland, though, Hitler’s demands ceased
being reasonable, even under nationalist principles. Western leaders finally recog-
nized Hitler’s desire for Lebensraum, despite promises of peace (see Primary
Source Project 13). In the spring of 1939, Hitler enticed or coerced the Slovaks
into declaring independence from Czecho-slovakia. That act provided his excuse to
occupy the remaining Czechs. For the first time he had annexed substantial num-
bers of non-Germans, acting as an imperialist instead of a nationalist. This action
finally woke up France and Britain to Hitler’s expansionism. While France and Brit-
ain were not prepared to go to war for Czecho-slovakia, they did pledge their sup-
port to Poland, which seemed Hitler’s next likely target (because of the Polish
Corridor and Danzig). Not many noticed or cared about Mussolini’s conquest of
Albania in April 1939.

Hitler laid the foundation for further acquisitions in eastern Europe in a bril-
liant diplomatic maneuver. The deadly rivals Nazi Germany and Communist Russia
signed a nonaggression pact in late summer 1939. These newfound allies secretly
divided eastern Europe into spheres of influence between them. Free from worry-
ing about a possible two-front war, which hurt Germany in World War I, Hitler
could now do what he wanted. He invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, beginning
the European phase of World War II.

Although Britain and France declared war two days later, there was little they
could do to save Poland. Hitler’s generals were able to test their Blitzkrieg (light-
ning war) tactics to great success (see diagrams 13.1–13.4). Coordination of air
power and tanks solved the problem of maneuvering large armies. These tactics
(and Russia’s attack from the east) eliminated Polish forces in a matter of weeks.

Germany at first seemed to have all the advantages. Britain and France sat
through the “Sitzkrieg” (meaning “sitting war,” a word play on Blitzkrieg) of the
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Diagram 13.1. Blitzkrieg, Phase 1. Before the Blitzkrieg-style warfare
begins, black and striped military units face each other across a border.

Diagram 13.2. Blitzkrieg, Phase 2. As attacking black ground forces
advance, black’s bombers strike far behind the lines to break up enemy
units, disrupt lines of transportation and communication, and even bomb
civilians in the cities, causing panic and confusion.
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Diagram 13.3. Blitzkrieg, Phase 3. Attacking black tank forces both
confront enemy forces and go around them cross-country. Small
commando units seize or build river crossings to enable larger armies to
cross.

Diagram 13.4. Blitzkrieg, Phase 4. Aerial bombing, artillery shelling, and
flanking and encirclement by black armies have fragmented the defending
striped forces. Infantry mops up the remains.
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winter of 1939–1940, while Russia defeated plucky Finland to grab key defensive
positions. With the spring thaw, Hitler surprised everyone with an attack on Den-
mark and Norway. Victory came quickly, first because effective use of paratroops
enabled the Nazis to seize key locations. Second, native fascists, sympathetic with
Nazi Aryan ideology, operated as “fifth columnists” (implying an extra group of
troops on the inside) or “quislings” (named after the Norwegian fascist leader) to
help the Nazis into the countries. Hitler thus solved another problem of World War
I: Norway’s ports on the Atlantic ensured that Germany could not be successfully
blockaded, while its U-boats (submarines) could attempt to blockade Britain.

The new British prime minister, Winston Churchill (r. 1940–1945, 1951–
1955) was barely in office when German armies attacked Holland, Belgium, France,
and Luxembourg. The Germans evaded France’s Maginot Line by punching tanks
through the ill-defended Ardennes Forest. Like Poland, France fell in weeks. The
British and a handful of allied forces managed to flee from Dunkirk (on the French
coast) back to England, leaving much of their weaponry behind. By the fall of 1940,
Hitler tried to soften up England for invasion with the Battle of Britain, the first
decisive air battle in history. Britain won this battle (partly due to the new invention
of radar). Since Germany lacked the air cover to protect a sea-to-land assault, Britain
gained time to recover and rearm. The prospect of defeating Germany alone, how-
ever, seemed bleak.

By this time, Hitler ruled most of Europe, with the largest empire since Napo-
leon’s. If he had remained satisfied with these gains, the course of world history
would have been much different. Nothing less would satisfy him, however, than
German mastery of all Eurasia. Impatient and confident in his previous successes,
Hitler betrayed and attacked his ally, the USSR, on 22 June 1941. His surprise attack
was at first brilliantly successful.

With Britain still at his rear, Hitler launched a two-front war. Regrettably for
Hitler, serious errors slowed his invasion of the Soviet Union. Britain was strong
enough to help Russia with supplies. The vastness of Russia, as Napoleon had
learned, made it nearly impossible for armies to find and defeat all the Russian
forces. At first, many peoples in Russia actually welcomed the German armies as
liberators from the brutality of Stalin. Quickly, though, the Germans showed that
they were Nazis, dedicated to enslaving or killing all non-Aryans. Peoples of the
Soviet Union learned that there was something worse than Stalinism.

As the German offensive against Russia bogged down in the muddy fall of 1941,
several eager Nazis returned to their obsession about the Jewish Problem. They
came up with a Final Solution: killing all Jews. As a result, the Nazis built several
special camps in occupied Poland to which they shipped the Jews from their ghet-
toes. In camps like Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Sobibor, the Nazis stole the Jews’ last
possessions, killed them in gas chambers, and burned their corpses in crematoria.
The resulting deaths of millions of Jews have been named the Holocaust (Greek
for burnt sacrifice) or Shoah (Hebrew for disaster). Some people these days, calling
themselves “revisionist historians,” deny the reality of this slaughter. They say it
didn’t happen; the Nazis did not try to execute all the Jews. Such people are either
fools or liars. The Final Solution was as real as the rest of World War II. It is an
indisputable fact of history. Given enough time, the Nazis would have killed every
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Jew they could have laid their hands on, followed by the extermination of other
racial and social enemies. The only thing that stopped this Nazi genocide was losing
the war.

Germany lost this war because, just as during World War I, its opponents built
alliances to outnumber and outfight it. Before the war, Hitler built superior alli-
ances. Germany had named itself and its allies the Axis Powers, including hapless
Italy, energetic Japan, and reactionary Spain, which, however, stayed out of the war.
During the war, the only truly willing allies were the resentful states of Hungary
(angry about its small size after World War I), Bulgaria (simmering over its losses in
the Balkan Wars), and Finland (having suffered Stalin’s attack in 1939). In the end,
the lack of cooperation among the Axis Powers doomed them. If Japan had invaded
Russia, a two-front war might have brought down the Soviet Union. Instead, Japan
decided to attack Great Britain and the United States of America.

Axis attacks made building a coalition of opposing Allies much easier. After
Hitler had treacherously attacked Russia, Churchill quickly allied with Stalin,
despite concern about communism. Churchill also successfully cultivated the Amer-
ican president, Roosevelt (see Primary Source Project 13). Churchill and FDR went
so far as to sign the Atlantic Charter in the fall of 1941. This document proclaimed
their mutual support and set generous goals for a postwar world, even though the
United States was not yet in the war. Indeed, most Americans were isolationist,
thinking it just fine if communists and fascists and Asians fought each other.

Then, on 7 December 1941, the Japanese launched planes from aircraft carriers
and bombed the American military base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. They also
attacked other British and American bases in the western Pacific. The attack on Pearl
Harbor, though bold and successful in its immediate goal, was a strategic blunder.
Attacking Britain made some sense: England could barely defend itself, much less
its worldwide possessions. Bringing the United States into the war, however,
doomed Japan. Americans saw the planes flown against Pearl Harbor as unjustified,
especially since the bombing had taken place before a formal declaration of war. In
the words of one of their own commanders, the Japanese had awakened a sleeping
giant. The outraged Americans would never have stopped fighting to avenge the
death of 2,600 soldiers and sailors until Japan was utterly defeated.

The entry of the United States into World War II was the beginning of the end.
The vast industrial potential of the country and its determination to avenge Pearl
Harbor guaranteed an Allied victory. Then, a few days after Pearl Harbor, Hitler
made the worst mistake of his career. Without any real necessity, he declared war
on the United States. This relieved Roosevelt of a huge dilemma. He had wanted to
help Britain in Europe but could not easily ask Congress to authorize what would
be a two-front war. Thus, even though America was committed to the War in the
Pacific because of Pearl Harbor, Hitler’s overconfident declaration brought the
United States into the European conflict as well.

America was strong enough to fight, and win, a global war alongside the other
Allies (see map 13.1). The United States fully unfolded its vast economic power,
helping to equip the Allies and fighting major conflicts both in Europe and in Asia
at once. By the summer of 1942, the Japanese were overstretched by the conquest
of most British, Dutch, and American possessions in the Pacific. Counterattacking
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Map 13.1. World War II.
What geographical challenges did the Axis Powers face in their quest for
world domination?

American forces began hopping from island group to island group, learning their
own jungle combat and using aircraft carriers to help cut Japanese communications
and supplies. The battles in the Pacific were small in scale compared with the hun-
dreds of thousands of men on the Russian front, but the fighting was brutal and
nasty. Jungle heat and tropical disease sorely afflicted both sides. Still, defeat was
inevitable, even though the Japanese resisted to the last soldier on almost every
island.

In the fall of 1943, the tide turned in Europe, as American forces began to
liberate North Africa and the Russians enmeshed the Germans in the Battle of Stalin-
grad. By early 1944, German armies were in slow yet inevitable retreat. D-Day, or
the Normandy invasion by the Allies (6 June 1944), saw the largest sea-to-land
assault in human history. Axis regimes ran out of fuel and raw materials to produce
armaments and also suffered from a lack of workers to use them. Allied heavy bomb-
ers, the British by night and the Americans by day, were sparking firestorms, setting
entire cities on fire. In one night of bombing, a modern city could be reduced to
rubble, while tens of thousands of civilians, including old men, women, and chil-
dren, died in their bomb shelters from heat or suffocation.

Nazi scientists had, for a while, hoped for “wonder weapons” to bring victory.
Jets and rockets were put into action too little, too late. Another possibility had
been a city-destroying device: an atomic bomb. German leadership in the study of
physics had given the Nazis a great head start in the science for such a weapon.
Instead, America built the bomb first. The most brilliant physicist of the century,
Albert Einstein, had fled from Nazi Germany to America because of Hitler’s persecu-
tion of Jews. Einstein wrote to President Roosevelt to encourage America to con-
struct an atomic bomb before the Nazis could. The Nazis never came close to
building such a weapon. By May 1945, Germany had been conquered. Hitler was
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dead from suicide, his body only partially cremated in a ditch because his last fol-
lowers lacked enough gasoline.

After the defeat of Germany, Japan still fought on. In July 1945, American scien-
tists successfully tested their “Trinity” atomic device, applying a divine name to a
weapon of mass destruction. On 6 August, America dropped one bomb on Hiro-
shima; on 9 August, another bomb on Nagasaki followed (see figure 13.5). The
bombs accomplished what previously had taken hundreds of bombers dropping
thousands of bombs. The two cities were incinerated in a flash: tens of thousands
of people killed, many thousands more wounded—and suffering from the little-
known phenomenon of radiation. Japan finally surrendered on 14 August 1945.
Thus, the worst instantaneous destruction in human history ended the worst war
in human history. The United States stood at the helm of Western civilization, now
able to lead it into the rest of the century.

Figure 13.5. A lonely church on a hill remains from the devastated city
of Nagasaki after the second atomic bomb was dropped on Japan by the
United States.
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Review: How did the German and Japanese desire for world empires shape World
War II?

Response:

PRIMARY SOURCE PROJECT 13: HITLER VERSUS FRANKLIN D.
ROOSEVELT ABOUT THE JUST SOCIETY

As nations prepared for World War II, leaders offered their ideological perspectives

for fighting. Chancellor and Führer Adolf Hitler of Germany asserted his peaceful

intentions but noted threats to his people. Once the war had begun, President

Franklin Delano Roosevelt called on Americans to support nations fighting

against Hitler. He also set forth his view of measures needed for a just society.

Source 1: Speech to the Reichstag by Adolf Hitler
(30 January 1939)

When, six years ago this evening, tens of thousands of National Socialist fighters
marched through the Brandenburg Gate in the light of their torches to express to
me, who had just been appointed Chancellor of the Reich, their feeling of over-
whelming joy and their vows as faithful followers, countless anxious eyes all over
Germany and in Berlin gazed upon the beginning of a development, the end of
which still seemed unknown and unpredictable. . . .

But one thing remains unforgotten: It seemed that only a miracle in the twelfth
hour could save Germany. We National Socialists believed in this miracle. Our
opponents ridiculed our belief in it. The idea of redeeming the nation from a
decline extending over fifteen years simply by the power of a new idea seemed to
the non-National Socialists fantastic nonsense. . . .

To the Jews and the other enemies of the State, however, it appeared to be
the last flicker of the national power of resistance. And they felt that when it had
disappeared, then they would be able to destroy not only Germany but all Europe
as well. Had the German Reich sunk into Bolshevik chaos, it would at that very
moment have plunged the whole of Western civilization into a crisis of inconceiv-
able magnitude. . . .
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Gentlemen, we are faced with enormous and stupendous tasks. A new history
of the leadership of our nation must be constructed. Its composition is dependent
on race. . . .

What is the root cause of all our economic difficulties? It is the overpopulation
of our territory. . . .

But to assume that God has permitted some nations first to acquire a world by
force and then to defend this robbery with moralizing theories is perhaps comfort-
ing and above all comfortable for the “haves,” but not for the “have-nots.” . . . Nor
is the problem solved by the fact that a most important statesman simply declares
with a scornful grin that there are nations which are “haves” and that the others on
that account must always be “have-nots.” . . .

[I]n connection with the Jewish question, I have this to say: It is a shameful
spectacle to see how the whole democratic world is oozing sympathy for the poor
tormented Jewish people, but remains hard-hearted and obdurate when it comes
to helping them, which is surely, in view of its attitude, an obvious duty. The argu-
ments that are brought up as an excuse for not helping them actually speak for us
as Germans and Italians. . . .

Today I will once more be a prophet. If the international Jewish financiers in
and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world
war, then the result will not be the bolshevization of the earth, and this the victory
of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe! . . . At the moment Jews
in certain countries may be fomenting hatred under the protection of the press, of
the film, of wireless propaganda, of the theater, of literature, etc., all of which they
control. . . .

Source 2: Annual State of the Union Report to Congress by
Franklin Delano Roosevelt (6 January 1941)

I have recently pointed out how quickly the tempo of modern warfare could bring
into our very midst the physical attack which we must eventually expect if the dicta-
tor nations win this war.

That is why the future of all the American Republics is today in serious danger.
That is why this Annual Message to the Congress is unique in our history. . . .
The need of the moment is that our actions and our policy should be devoted

primarily—almost exclusively—to meeting this foreign peril. For all our domestic
problems are now a part of the great emergency. . . .

I also ask this Congress for authority and for funds sufficient to manufacture
additional munitions and war supplies of many kinds, to be turned over to those
nations which are now in actual war with aggressor nations.

Our most useful and immediate role is to act as an arsenal for them as well as
for ourselves. They do not need man power, but they do need billions of dollars
worth of the weapons of defense. . . .

Certainly this is no time for any of us to stop thinking about the social and
economic problems which are the root cause of the social revolution which is today
a supreme factor in the world.
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For there is nothing mysterious about the foundations of a healthy and strong
democracy. The basic things expected by our people of their political and economic
systems are simple. They are:

Equality of opportunity for youth and for others.
Jobs for those who can work.
Security for those who need it.
The ending of special privilege for the few.
The preservation of civil liberties for all.

The enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly
rising standard of living . . .

In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world
founded upon four essential human freedoms.

The first is freedom of speech and expression—everywhere in the world.
The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—

everywhere in the world.
The third is freedom from want—which, translated into world terms, means

economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life
for its inhabitants—everywhere in the world.

The fourth is freedom from fear—which, translated into world terms, means a
worldwide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion
that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against
any neighbor—anywhere in the world.

That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world
attainable in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithesis
of the so-called new order of tyranny which the dictators seek to create with the
crash of a bomb.

To that new order we oppose the greater conception—the moral order. A good
society is able to face schemes of world domination and foreign revolutions alike
without fear.

Since the beginning of our American history, we have been engaged in
change—in a perpetual peaceful revolution—a revolution which goes on steadily,
quietly adjusting itself to changing conditions—without the concentration camp or
the quick-lime in the ditch. The world order which we seek is the cooperation of
free countries, working together in a friendly, civilized society.

Questions:

• According to the speakers, what are the dangers facing their nations?
• How does each speaker propose to overcome those dangers?
• How do the speakers see themselves and their nations at turning points?
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Responses:

Make your own timeline.
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