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The United States and the Origins of the Second World War 

 

On December 7, 1941, Imperial Japan attacked the United States at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. 

The very next day President Franklin D. Roosevelt told the American people that 

December 7 would forever “live in infamy.”1 Congress quickly declared war on Japan. 

Adolph Hitler then led the German people, already at war with Great Britain and the 

Soviet Union, into war with the United States. The vast majority of Americans, then and 

now, believed their unwanted war with the Axis powers was a justified and necessary 

response to evil acts and intentions on the part of Germany, Japan and Italy. 

Nevertheless, some scholars have defended the Japanese decision for war arguing that the 

Land of the Rising Sun struck a blow in self-defense and in support of subjugated Asian 

peoples. Since just war theory allows for pre-emptive strikes in just such a situation, the 

question arises as to which of the belligerent powers were waging a just war?2 While the 

answer to the question is more complex than many Americans suppose, there can be no 

doubt that the salient historical facts support the traditional American view that their war 

was a just response to Japan’s unprovoked attack and Germany’s declaration of war. 

 Historians, especially in recent years, have attempted to tell the story of the 

Pacific War with little or no reference to moral issues. But such a telling of the war is, in 

the words of Shakespeare, “A tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying 

nothing.”3   

The fact that the US was attacked does not absolve it from the charge of waging 

an immoral war if the American government provoked the war. If so, the Japanese were 

justified in striking the blow at Pearl Harbor because the Americans had forced them into 



this desperate decision. Moreover, the Germans may be also praiseworthy in coming to 

the aid of their Asian ally.4 A survey of Japanese history in the Far East, and the coming 

of the war in Europe are thus both in order. 

 In the mid-nineteenth century, Japan quite rationally resisted the Western imperial 

power’s attempts at forced trade until US Commodore Matthew Perry, in command of a 

formidable naval squadron, entered Tokyo Bay in 1853. His steamships belched black 

smoke into the peaceful air, and his diplomacy “opened” the land of the Shoguns. The 

arrival of the Americans and Europeans initiated two decades of economic, social and 

political turbulence in Japan that resulted in the Meiji Restoration of 1868. Under the 

Emperor Meiji the Japanese decided to fight fire with fire; impressed with Western 

military prowess, the Land of the Rising Sun set out to become a modern industrial 

military power capable of defending itself from further western encroachment, and 

ultimately to insist on fair and equal treatment at the hands of their imperial tutors.5 Their 

success in this endeavor was astonishing. Unfortunately, the Japanese were not content to 

establish their proper and peaceful place amongst nations, but further desired to emulate 

the rapacious empires of the day as they sought to divide China amongst themselves. To 

that end the steel ships of the new Japanese navy attacked the wooden junks of the 

Empress Dowager’s naval forces in 1894. The result was as predictable as it was swift. 

The arrogant Chinese succumbed to the militarily accomplished Japanese within months. 

The Nipponese victory served notice there was a new imperial power in the Far East, and 

the indemnity China paid to Japan, 300 million dollars, helped build the Japanese 

military. The victory over China also buoyed the rising nationalist and imperialist 

impulse amongst the people of Japan. Empire was popular.6 Over the next fifty years the 



Japanese maintained a steady course in the Pacific: adding to the empire whenever time, 

chance and military prowess made success likely. 

 But the western powers were not inclined to give up their empires upon the 

asking. When the Boxer Rebellion enveloped China in 1900, they all sent troops to quell 

the disturbance and protect their interests. Japan too contributed to the restoration of 

peace and profits. The Americans now took the lead in establishing a new vision for 

China. Combining their sincerely held philosophies of democracy, freedom and 

capitalism, the US proposed that the imperial powers refrain from further carving up the 

vast domain of China and recognize the territorial sovereignty of the Han dynasty. 

Furthermore, the Americans proposed the startling notion that trade in China be free of 

imperial divisions: that is all nations have access to the markets of China irrespective of 

the existing spheres of influence. The imperial powers would have laughed at this 

idealism – and then ignored the upstart Americans - had it not been for the fact that Great 

Britain, with its powerful navy, was prepared to make good the new Yankee policy.7 

 The American “Open Door” policy was a complicated and controversial idea. 

Historians have argued over its intent almost since its inception, domestic politics often 

driving the interpretation. The recent Spanish American War had liberated Cuba from the 

Spaniards, but placed a cloud of American hegemony over the island. Furthermore, the 

Americans annexed the Spanish colony of the Philippines. Filipinos, along with many 

Americans, quite properly wondered at this strange interpretation of the word freedom. 

The political backlash against new manifestations of empire, along with a sincere 

friendship for the people of China, and an even greater love for profit, led to the Open 

Door policy. Eventually that policy took on a life of its own, a development its 



formulators did not envision; indeed, they had no intention of firing a shot in the interest 

of the Open Door. However, as time passed the policy became a doctrine, a statement of 

the American vision for not only for China, but also for the world: free trade and self -

determination.8    

 The Japanese were both more consistent and aggressive in the western Pacific. 

They coveted Korea and Manchuria and in 1904 launched a surprise attack on the 

Russian fleet at Port Arthur. After a brief war, US President Theodore Roosevelt 

negotiated an end to the hostilities that garnered him the Nobel Peace Prize, the antipathy 

of the Japanese people, and enhanced prestige for the United States. The Japanese 

government blamed the less than expected results of the war on Roosevelt rather than 

acknowledge that the Russian bear had proven more tenacious than they had supposed. 

Nevertheless, Korea became part of the Japanese empire and Manchuria a focus of 

interest.9 

 Japan gradually expanded its commercial interests in Manchuria at the expense of 

the Russians and Chinese, not to mention the Manchurians, but the lackadaisical pace of 

progress exasperated more ardent Japanese imperialists especially junior army officers on 

location. These men, inspired by the writings of preeminent philosopher of empire Kitta 

Ikka, took matters into their own hands and initiated a war with China over Manchuria in 

1931. The Japanese government was angry over the insubordination, pleased at the 

success of the Army’s efforts, and emboldened by the resignation of the Western powers 

to Japanese control of Manchuria.10 The Rising Sun was well ascended. 

 The next target was China itself. Timing was the only real question. By 1937 

Adolf Hitler’s Nazi state alarmed Europe, the United States had deeply buried itself in 



isolationist neutrality legislation, and the Great Depression weakened western interest in 

the Far East. In July of that year, the Japanese struck the five northern provinces of China 

thus beginning the Pacific War – the Asian theater of World War II. This aggressive and 

brutal act brought Japan into direct conflict with the American Open Door policy. 

 Since 1901 the Open Door had become the American vision for China. In 1922 it 

had received formal acknowledgement as part of the Washington Naval treaty, and it had 

been further ensconced in international law as part of the utopian Kellogg-Briand peace 

treaty of 1928. Japan had signed both documents. However, the US still had no intention 

of fighting for the Open Door. The whole point of the treaties was to make war less 

likely, not to assert the point at which the US would go to war.11 Consequently, when 

Japan invaded China in 1937, President Roosevelt, though tempted to action, ultimately 

decided to send only paltry aid to China and a note of protest to Japan.12 Shortly 

thereafter, the Japanese announced that the Open Door was closed. 

 The Japanese were well aware of pan-Asian resentment of western imperialism. 

Hence they rationalized their own aggressive behavior on the pretext of expelling the 

western powers from Asia. In order to garner both the sympathy and support of other 

Asian nations, they promulgated the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere while 

presenting themselves as liberators.13 In 1939 Prime Minister Prince Konoye declared 

Japan’s purpose in China was to “save China from her traditional fate as the ‘victim of 

the imperialistic ambitions of the occidental powers.’”14 Indeed, many Asians, though 

decidedly not the Chinese, greeted the Japanese in that spirit. Indigenous nationalist 

leaders from the Dutch East Indies hailed the Japanese as the “Light of Asia.” Recently, 

Niall Ferguson has described the Co-Prosperity Sphere in a relatively benign manner 



while emphasizing the number of Asians willing to collaborate with the Japanese. But 

Ferguson fails to provide a full understanding of the barbarous behavior Japan visited on 

its Asian brothers and sisters.15    

 The truth is that Japan was a brutal and callous overlord. In the late summer of 

1937 the Japanese army in and around Nanking, China engaged in an orgy of rape and 

murder that is difficult to grasp let alone put into words. Even the deluded Japanese admit 

forty thousand Chinese civilians died, the more accurate number is a quarter million. 

Unfortunately, the events in Nanking were not unique. Koreans were sent throughout the 

empire to work as laborers, and thousands of Korean women were also sent abroad to 

satisfy the sexual appetites of Japanese soldiers. In an effort to feed their army in the 

Philippines, the Japanese took rice from Vietnam and starved nearly a million 

Vietnamese to death.16 The Co-Prosperity sphere was so blatantly mere propaganda that 

many who had welcomed the Japanese turned violently against them. Ba Maw of Burma 

grew disillusioned with what he called, “the brutality, arrogance, and racial pretensions of 

the Japanese militarists.”17 Eminent historian of the Second World War Gerhard 

Weinberg has carefully placed the Japanese conduct of their empire in its proper 

historical context: 

In these newly conquered areas they [the Japanese] revealed with equal speed that 

that they had come to conquer, not liberate, the population. Not only brutality 

toward prisoners of war – especially Filipinos – and rounded-up Westerners, but 

wanton rape and slaughter of the local population showed the inhabitants that the 

new masters retrospectively made their former colonial overlords look like 

beneficence personified.18        



Weinberg’s observation bears scrutiny. Saburo Ienaga has written, “To call Japan’s 

disgraceful and bloody rampage a crusade for liberation is to stand truth and history on 

their heads.”19  

The United States also possessed a formal Pacific empire in the first half of the 

twentieth century. The Philippines and Hawaii were the two most prominent islands 

taken and held against the will of the indigenous inhabitants. The Americans fought a 

now largely forgotten albeit bloody war against Filipino nationalists at the turn of the 

century to maintain their possession of the archipelago.20 But the crown of empire always 

sat uneasily on the American brow. For the next thirty years, Americans argued and 

vacillated over the fate of the Philippines. Many, perhaps most, Americans were 

uncomfortable with the label “imperialist.” Meanwhile, the United States proved a 

relatively benign master. Though the Americans insisted on economic advantages in the 

Philippines, schools and hospitals were built, malarial swamps drained, land reform 

initiated, and a modicum of self-government granted. Still Caucasians were wise to take 

precautions if they traveled in the countryside.21 Then in 1929 President Herbert Hoover, 

determined to be a “Good Neighbor,” revised American foreign policy along more 

friendly lines. His successor was still more determined to retreat from imperialism and 

polish America’s image to the world. Franklin Roosevelt brought the last American 

Marines home from the Caribbean, repudiated the Roosevelt (Theodore) Corollary to the 

Monroe Doctrine, and in 1934 signed the Tydings-McDuffie act which promised 

independence to the Filipinos in 1944. America was in the process of retreating from 

empire.22 Historian David Fromkin captures the thrust, or more properly the retreat, of 

American foreign policy in the late 1930s: 



They [Americans] were living through exceptionally dangerous years. The United 

States should have been mobilizing its armed strength to defend American 

democracy. But instead – paradoxically – Americans sought safety in showing the 

world that they had disarmed and in trusting the outside world to therefore leave 

them alone.23 

 

While Americans would have preferred to remain sonorously out of the coming war, 

Roosevelt was well aware that the United States could not survive in a totalitarian world. 

Thus, world events forced FDR’s hand; he gradually came to the decision to risk war 

with Japan rather than see the Japanese Empire control China, the rest of the Far East, 

and half the Pacific Ocean.  

Three factors were preeminent in the President’s change of mind. First was the 

surprising ability of Chiang Kai Shek’s Chinese Nationalist forces to hold out against the 

Japanese Army.24 Then, in 1940, FDR’s limp response to Japanese aggression stiffened, 

much to the delight of the Chinese, as a result of the war in Europe. With Germany 

preeminent on the continent by June, colonial possessions of the conquered European 

nations lay exposed like low hanging fruit to the next opportunistic nation. Japan 

determined to be that power. Moreover, it seemed wise to Japanese leaders to ally 

themselves with the Germans hence the Tripartite Pact. It was this Japanese decision to 

identify with Hitler’s hordes that convinced Americans Japan was the Asian Germany.25 

Now Roosevelt decided that China might play a key role in safeguarding American 

interests in the Far East. In 1938, the Open Door had appeared dislodged, discarded by 

the master builders of the Japanese Empire; in 1941 Franklin Roosevelt saw an 



opportunity, with Chinese help, to re-hang that Door. Chiang’s China was more than 

willing to help, or at least be helped. The Chinese saw Japan as a threat to all of the 

nations and peoples of the Far East, they further saw themselves as having stood alone in 

the maw of the advancing Japanese empire, fighting manfully for their very existence. 

They had stood this test for four years; the Chinese believed it was high time for the US 

to truly and effectively stand for the Open Door and provide help.26   

Thus FDR haltingly moved the American people toward confronting the Axis 

powers. Some historians have thus blamed Roosevelt for the war with Japan because 

FDR had gradually reduced trade with Japan in selected industrial and military products, 

and then turned off the oil spigot to the Land of the Rising Sun in the late summer of 

1941. The President had been loathe to do this for fear that Japan would indeed begin a 

major war. Once the Japanese realized the Americans had cut off their oil imports, Japan 

would have to decide on war or real peace concessions. But the Japanese had created this 

dilemma for the American president. They had allied themselves with aggressors 

Germany and Italy, and they had moved their forces into southern Indo-China in July 

1941 as an obvious step toward the oil of the Dutch East Indies.27 Moreover, American 

oil was fueling the Japanese war machine that was killing Asians daily. Roosevelt thus 

quite correctly decided that the time had come to deny Japan oil. The US was merely 

responding to the aggressive moves Japan had made in the western Pacific. Moreover, 

just war theory does not condone a preemptive attack based on restricted trade. Finally, if 

the decision on the part of one nation to refuse to sell a commodity to another is a just 

cause for war, then any oil producing nation of the early twenty first century that refuses 



to sell the US oil should not be surprised to come under American attack with full support 

of the scholars who have defended Japan on just such a premise. 

Others seeking to place the blame for the war on the US have cited the so-called 

“ultimatum” the US allegedly gave Japan in its last communication before the attack on 

Pearl Harbor. But Secretary of State Cordell Hull gave no ultimatum in his note of 

November 26, 1941. Hull merely reiterated the American position regarding China, 

Indochina, and the Japanese empire in the Far East: there could be no resumption of trade 

unless Japan withdrew from China and Indochina and respected the sovereignty of other 

powers in the region. There was no declaration as to what the US would do if Japan 

refused, and there was no date by which Japan must act. The Hull note augured no 

aggressive action on the part of the US.28 Moreover, the note Hull wrote not did not 

provoke Japan to attack Pearl Harbor as some suggest: the Japanese strike force, in 

preparation for months, left for Pearl Harbor on the same date Hull dispatched his note.    

 Unfortunately, the Japanese saw the world differently. A Japanese High 

Command paper formally reviewed at a 6 September 1941 Imperial conference 

proclaimed that the American vision was “to dominate the world,” and in so doing 

“prevent our empire from rising and developing in East Asia.” The paper concluded that 

Japan must initiate a preemptive war to “ensure its preservation,” or “lie prostrate at the 

feet of the United States.”29 As we have seen, there was no basis for this view. 

Nevertheless, most Japanese leaders believed in a fiction they called the ABCD 

encirclement. General Hideki Tojo asserted this hypothesis in his war crimes trial.30 The 

ABCD label stands for the American, British, Dutch and Chinese hostile surrounding of 

Japan. Historian Akira Irye, in explaining the origins of the Pacific War, gives much 



credence to this alleged encirclement. He goes on to describe the coming of the war in 

morally sterilized terms. For Irye, the war was a great power conflict the Japanese were 

wrong to wage not because they were morally culpable, but because they could not win 

and were mistaken in their belief that their empire could not prosper in an American 

dominated Pacific world.31 For Irye, the ABCD encirclement gave Japanese leaders but 

two alternatives,  

…but resistance would at least safeguard the nation’s honor, whereas submission 

would mean nullifying the achievements of the past ten years, to go back to the 

1920s which had been defined by an American-led world order. An American 

imposed peace, in other words was, considered less desirable and honorable than 

a Japanese initiated war.”32     

 

Though Irye seems blind to the moral questions the coming of the war raised, even he 

admits the Japanese were the aggressors in China and initiated the war with the US. Then 

too, just writing the ABCD acronym on paper implied more strength and purpose to the 

cooperation between those four powers than existed before the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

Surely it is absurd to argue that the Chinese were part of an encirclement of Japan 

when in 1937 Japan had invaded a China that was already wracked by a civil war 

between the nationalists and communists. It is still more irrational to believe the Dutch 

were a threat to the Japanese as Hitler’s panzers had rolled over that unfortunate nation in 

the spring of 1940. Queen Wilhelmina proclaimed London the seat of the Dutch 

government in exile. Then there was Great Britain. The British were a true colonial 

power with substantial interests in the Far East. But they had barely survived the Battle of 



Britain in the fall of 1940 and were desperate for American aid and intervention. The 

British were in no position to threaten the Japanese in 1941. Indeed, Dutch and British 

forces in the Far East were completely inadequate to the task of defending their interests 

from Japan. These colonies were the proverbial “low hanging fruit.”33  

Finally, we have already observed how the Americans were in retreat in the 

western Pacific.  And the US would have liked nothing more than to bury its head in its 

own isolationistic beaches. The whole idea that the only course open to Japan was war or 

acquiescence to ABCD dominance was absurd. Indeed, Japanese aggressive moves in 

China in 1937 and Indo-China in 1940 and 1941 all quickly followed events which 

suggested to Japanese leaders they might move with impunity. In 1937 the Americans 

adopted a neutrality law they hoped would keep them out of any foreign war, within 

weeks the Japanese invaded China; in 1940 Germany defeated France, the Japanese 

invaded Northern Indochina; and in 1941 Germany invaded the Soviet Union, the 

Japanese invaded Southern Indochina. In the fall of 1941, the Japanese were hoping that a 

United States preoccupied with events in Europe either would not fight in the Pacific or 

would be unable to bring adequate forces to bear.34 Clearly the Japanese did not act in 

self defense but rather in a concerted, aggressive and freely chosen attempt to build an 

empire. And there were Japanese leaders who knew the truth and advocated a peaceful 

course. Nomura Kichisaburo was Japanese Ambassador to the US in the months before 

the war began. He advocated a Japanese return to the Open Door and the pursuit of 

peaceful relations with the US.35 

Ultimately, the Japanese decided on war with the United States, not because the 

Americans were or had been a threat to their existence, but because the Japanese had 



convinced themselves that the only honorable national course available to them was to 

create a completely self-sufficient empire or perish in the attempt.36 The chief of the 

Japanese Bureau of Military Affairs declared in 1941, “Japan must be guaranteed 

freedom of control in the Greater Far East sphere, both in relation to its security and 

defense and in relation to future expansion.” Weinberg summarized the Japanese view, 

“If the Americans would accept all prior Japanese conquests and also help her future 

expansion, they might be allowed to live in peace.”37  

Imperialism was the guiding light of Japanese leaders for decades. The method 

for achieving this empire was diplomatic and military opportunism. Their aggressive 

moves in the five years before Pearl Harbor always followed developments in Europe or 

the US which suggested their potential adversaries were either pre-occupied or 

disinterested in the Far East. Japanese belief that the European War provided them an 

opportunity is what lay behind the attack on the American fleet in Hawaii, not the fear 

ABCD encirclement. 

Unfortunately, the war the Japanese fought and the empire they administered were 

as brutal as their intentions were selfish. From the beginning of the war in China, 

Emperor Hirohito publicly espoused contempt for international law and the Chinese 

people. The Emperor declared that since there was no clear government in China, his 

military personnel were not bound by any legalities in their treatment of civilians and 

prisoners of war.38 Japanese soldiers took full advantage of their emperor’s indulgence. 

Nanking experienced the most infamous but by no means singular fate. The “Rape of 

Nanking” went on for three months as Japanese soldiers killed and raped the Chinese 

people and sacked the city. Japanese general Iwane Mutsui and his staff attempted to stop 



the rampage, but lower echelon officers paid no heed; they knew their emperor’s heart. 

Mutsui and eighty members of his staff were relieved of their duties and transferred home 

to Tokyo.39 Indeed, Hirohito’s order and the behavior it suggested were an outgrowth of a 

Japanese military tradition that was harsh on its own members. The warrior code of 

Bushido required death before dishonor. Thus Japanese Field Service Regulations 

forbade any soldier to allow himself to be taken prisoner, even if badly wounded.40 If a 

Japanese soldier were captured and managed to escape, his duty was to commit suicide, 

not to return to the fight. Finally, the Japanese experimented with biological weapons on 

captured prisoners of war and used them in China.41  

The imperial Army’s fight to the death ethos prompted responses from the enemy. 

American commanders sought permission from President Roosevelt to use poison gas; 

FDR refused. But the president’s conscience could not stop some American machine gun 

crews from firing on Japanese sailors in life boats, or stem the habit of individual 

American soldiers executing prisoners.42  

While Japanese soldiers could be almost casually cruel, the regime itself engaged 

in systematic barbarity. In northern Indochina, the Japanese forced farmers to grow jute 

instead of rice. But the farmers had no way of importing food from southern Indochina. 

Two million Vietnamese starved to death.43 Just War Theory cannot be made to show 

that Japan’s Pacific war was morally justified in any way.   

While it was the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor that brought the US into the 

Second World War, the conflict between the Land of the Rising Sun and China would 

almost certainly not have led the Japanese to war with the US were it not for the war in 



Europe.44 It is necessary, therefore, in considering who is at fault for this horrific conflict, 

that events in Europe be examined. 

The origins of the Second World War in Europe may be found, at least in part, in 

the follies that attended the Treaty of Versailles which ended the First World War. In 

losing that conflict, Germany was punished far more harshly than the German people 

believed just, and far more harshly than American President Woodrow Wilson had 

advocated in his “fourteen points” and “peace without victory” speeches.45 The new 

postwar democratic German government signed the treaty which required massive 

reparations payments, the admission of war guilt, and the relegation of Germany to third 

rate status in the family of nations. What the treaty did not do was provide for an 

occupation of Germany which might have made a German resurgence more difficult. 

Ultimately, Versailles moved many Germans to seek revenge, without making the day of 

retribution impossible. In the early 1930s, Adolf Hitler’s Nazi party rose to power on this 

emotion combined with the Great Depression’s fresh wounds. Then too, Hitler’s calling 

card was race. He persuaded – and it wasn’t particularly difficult – the German people 

that their Aryan blood made them the master race. Thus the majority of Germans 

believed it was particularly galling that the best of men were forced to endure a 

subservient existence because of the injustice of Versailles. 

In 1933, Germans elected Hitler Reich’s Chancellor. He moved quickly to silence 

his opposition and end the unpopular German experiment in democracy. He also used 

massive deficit spending to put Germans back to work on government projects, many of 

them secret military construction in violation of the Treat of Versailles. By 1936, he was 

ready, or at least willing, to test the resolve of the Versailles victors in enforcing the 



treaty. In that year, Germany left the League of Nations and openly violated the Treaty of 

Versailles when Hitler remilitarized the Rhineland – German territory largely between 

the Rhine River and Western Europe.46  

Most Europeans believed, and some were even sympathetic, that Hitler simply 

hoped to redress wrongs visited on Germany by the Versailles Treaty. But Hitler never 

imagined a peaceful Europe; he knew his plans for domination of central Europe and for 

acquisition of vast living space in Eastern Europe would engender war.47 Indeed in 

November 1937 the Bavarian corporal laid out his general plan of aggression for his war 

minister Werner von Blomberg and the service chiefs of the army, navy and air force. He 

broached the subject by casually remarking that “force with its attendant risks … [is] the 

basis of the following exposition [on the necessary wars of aggression].”48 

The next major move was the Anschluss, Hitler’s integration of Austria into the 

German Reich. Der Fuehrer used the convenient excuse that Austrians spoke German and 

most of them desired to be part of Germany. The language-ethnic argument worked 

equally well for the Sudetenland of western Czechoslovakia which was a thorn in 

Germany’s southeastern side. Hitler actually hoped that his demand for the Sudetenland 

would be rebuffed and that war would ensue.49 But at Munich in the fall of 1938, British 

Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and French leader Edouard Daladier, the former 

proclaiming “peace in our time,” signed off on the deal. Hitler was disappointed. 

Chamberlain eventually shouldered the opprobrium of being the architect of 

appeasement, but he was by no means the only culprit. Historian Michael Burleigh notes, 

“Appeasement is indivisibly associated with Chamberlain, its most obdurate proponent, 

although many rats had to get off the sinking ship in order to leave the captain in such 



splendid isolation.”50In March 1939 Hitler, now too strong to be easily corralled, stormed 

into the rest of Czechoslovakia where few Germans lived. The whole world now beheld 

Hitler’s true colors: a crooked cross on a field of blood. 

 Great Britain and France, caught ill-prepared and still less willing to believe what 

had been obvious for some time, now arose from their stupor and guaranteed Poland’s 

borders against a German invasion. But Poland, unlike Czechoslovakia before Munich, 

was virtually indefensible thus the tragic history of the unfortunate Polish people. In 

March of 1939, Hitler decided that war must decide Poland’s fate. Negotiations could not 

be allowed to deny him a military victory and the end of Poland as an independent state. 

Hitler hoped and believed that Great Britain and France would do nothing to aid Poland, 

but was prepared to accept a war with the western powers if they proved to have more 

backbone than they had heretofore displayed. Indeed, he delayed the war nearly a week 

while he tried to detach Britain from its pledged support for Poland. When that 

diplomatic effort failed, the war began on Hitler’s target date: September 1, 1939. For 

Hitler, war with Britain and France was only a relatively minor matter of timing. The 

ultimate target, of course, was the Russian leviathan. But the war against Joseph Stalin’s 

country was to be the last step in the domination of Europe. Indeed, the Molotov – 

Ribbentrop agreement of late August 1939 was designed to ensure that Hitler would not 

have to worry about his eastern front while crushing his western foes. The pact called for 

the division of Poland between The Soviet Union and Germany and had the dual impact 

of lulling the Russians into a false sense of security while assuring Poland’s fate.51  



The invasion of Poland revealed Hitler in all his infamy: liar, aggressor, and 

author of genocide.52 Great Britain and France both declared war on Hitler’s reich in 

response to his invasion of Poland.  

 Obviously Germany’s behavior cannot be justified by any moral standard. Indeed, 

the more appropriate question is to what degree Great Britain, France and even the 

United States bear some responsibility for allowing Adolf Hitler to launch such a 

devastating aggressive war. But answering that question is not the object of this survey. 

Adolf Hitler’s Germany must bear the lion’s share of the moral responsibility for the 

coming of WWII. A brief survey of Germany’ intent in waging the war will only confirm 

this view.   

 Three days after the German invasion of Poland commenced, Hitler granted a 

general amnesty, much as Hirohito had done two years before, for any German military 

personnel convicted of crimes against Polish civilians.53 In order to be sure his Polish 

pogrom was carried out, der Fuehrer gave responsibility for pacification behind the 

German lines to the Waffen-SS with instructions to “depopulate parts of Poland,” and to 

make “Poland disappear.”54 Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s minister of propaganda, described 

his intent for Poland as “annihilation,” an ironically accurate description given the nature 

of most of his propaganda work.55 The killings that followed surpassed scores of 

thousands. There was to be no puppet Polish state, the Polish population in the areas 

directly annexed to Germany were driven out, left to wander aimlessly in the winter 

weather. And those annexed areas bore no resemblance to Germany’s pre-Versailles 

ancestral lands.56 Hitler carefully outlined his intentions for Poland to his generals some 

of whom winced at the intended genocide. Hitler responded that the world had quickly 



forgotten the Armenian massacre earlier in the century. On August 22, a few days before 

the German invasion of Poland, at a military conference at the Berghof, one of his 

Hitler’s generals cryptically recorded the Fuehrer’s thoughts, “Destruction of Poland in 

the foreground. The aim is elimination of living forces, not the arrival at certain line. 

Even if war breaks out in the west, the destruction of Poland shall be the primary 

objective…have no pity. Brutal attitude. Eighty million [German] people shall get what is 

their right [lebensraum]. Their existence has to be secured. The strongest has the right. 

Greatest severity.”57  Thus the Germans put into operation a clandestine program of 

oppression and slaughter. Polish farmers were put on a quota system for produce 

delivery, the elites in the arts, education, and, of course, politics were efficiently if 

unceremoniously shot. And the residual Polish people became slave labor for the German 

war machine.58 Indeed, the need for Polish labor compromised the German endgame for 

much of the population. One German official lamented, “unfortunately exterminations are 

not going [as quickly] as we would like them too, because we have an absolute need for 

labor.”59 But for Poland’s Jews, the rational need for workers only obviated Hitler’s 

racial antipathy for a season. In the winter of 1941/42, the final solution commenced in 

earnest for the Jews of Europe.60 Historian Niall Ferguson has aptly described the 

German and Japanese conduct of their war, “The brutal methods the Axis powers used to 

build their empires swiftly turned living space into killing space.”61  

The question arises, was the US aid to Britain morally just given that this aid may 

have triggered Hitler’s declaration of war? The Fascist powers forced American President 

Franklin Roosevelt to face a conundrum of evil choices. As George Orwell observed in 

the year of FDR’s decision, “the choice before human beings is not, as a rule, between 



good and evil but between two evils. You can let the Nazis rule the world; that is evil; or 

you can overthrow them by war, which is also evil. There is no other choice before you, 

and whichever you choose, you will not come out with clean hands.”62 The American 

president, though no doubt understanding Orwell’s point, described the choice the 

American people faced as one between good and evil – and told them so in one of his 

fireside chats.63 Given the nature of Hitler’s regime as so clearly demonstrated by his 

actions, Franklin Roosevelt had no moral path open to him but to lead his people to war. 

As Ernest Hemingway reminded Americans in 1940, English poet John Donne 

powerfully expressed the notion of our common humanity in the seventeenth century. It 

was this egalitarian ideal the fascist powers disdainfully rejected. Donne wrote: 

No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part 

of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea; Europe is the less, as well as if a 

promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or of thine own were: any 

man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind, and therefore 

never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.64 

Now, in the twentieth century, the very idea that all people shared this inherent equality 

was deep in the throes of its greatest crucible.  

 The path to this decision had been long and uncertain. The American people had 

grown disillusioned with their crusade to make the world safe for democracy shortly after 

the Great War’s end in 1918. Ironically, writers like Hemingway had played no small part 

in that development. In 1922 the Americans had scuttled a good deal of their navy in the 

Washington Naval Treaty, in 1928 they signed the sophomoric Kellogg-Briand Treaty 

which sought to ban war by stuffing the muzzles of tanks and artillery with pen and 



paper, and in the mid 1930s Congress passed neutrality legislation that was specifically 

designed to keep the United States out of the last war and, hopefully, its successor.65 But 

the President interpreted the neutrality laws, whenever he could, to the advantage of 

America’s friends. In general, the neutrality laws made it difficult to sell arms to 

belligerents and required purchasers to pay cash and then carry the purchased items in 

their own ships. These laws, though befuddling, bent and even broken, were a thorn in 

FDR’s side until the eve of Pearl Harbor.66 

 After the fall of France in June 1940, Great Britain faced the Nazi hordes virtually 

alone. That fall British pilots turned back the German attempt to gain control of the skies 

over their island home. But the war bankrupted Britain. Prime Minister Winston 

Churchill wrote a letter in December to President Roosevelt in which he explained in 

detail that his vaults were empty. He wrote,  

I do not believe that the Government and people of the United States would find it 

in accordance with the principles which guide them to confine the help they have 

so generously promised to such munitions of war and commodities as could be 

immediately paid for.67  

Churchill’s message found the President relaxing on board the Tuscaloosa in the 

Caribbean. He contemplated his response for some time then told Harry Hopkins, his 

chief aide, of his plan to lend or lease aid to Great Britain – no payment required. In 

explaining the program to the American people and their representatives he used a 

homely metaphor. He described a neighbor’s house burning, the neighbor desperate for 

help. Would you not lend him a garden hose the president asked?68 Of course, most 

Americans answered. The bill passed in March 1941. Upon hearing the news, Churchill, 



typically florid, told the House of Commons that Lend Lease was “the most unsordid act 

in the history of any nation.”69 It was not. The Americans required British concessions on 

trade and naval bases, and of course the defeat of Hitler was as much in American 

interest as Britain’s; though it is true that most Americans did not grasp this reality. It is 

also true that Lend Lease marked a momentous move on the global chessboard. For 

FDR’s brainchild was a decidedly un-neutral act and meant the risk of war.70 

 As Churchill contemplated his epistle to Roosevelt in November 1940, news from 

the north Atlantic was as dark and troubling as a winter tempest. German U-boats, now 

running like wolves in packs, sank over 350,000 tons of British merchant shipping in 

October, far surpassing their earlier efforts.71 For Churchill, American aid in the battle 

against the u-boats was essential. And that naval aid was as logical as the American 

opponents of Lend –Lease claimed it was in their arguments against the program. What 

sense did it make to send England supplies if that aid rested harmlessly at the bottom of 

the Atlantic? In the winter of 1940/41, the U-boat wolves seemed sated, but the respite 

was short-lived; from March to June 1941 the British lost more than a million tons of 

shipping. In April, FDR moved another chess piece – or more properly pieces, he 

approved the transfer of an aircraft carrier, three battleships, and over twenty smaller 

warships from Pearl Harbor to the Atlantic. The reinforced American navy assumed 

defense of Iceland and began escorting the merchant ships of all nations.72 The German 

naval commander Erich Raeder implored Hitler to declare war on the United States. After 

all, the Americans had certainly provided provocation. Hitler demurred; he had his hands 

full with the invasion of the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, both sides now risked war in the 

Atlantic. Roosevelt himself admitted as much in a Fireside Chat on September 11, 1941. 



Describing the U-boat menace in the Atlantic he told the American people, “But when 

you see a rattlesnake poised to strike you do not wait until he has struck before you crush 

him.”73 But the snake moved quickly. In October, German U-boats torpedoed the 

American destroyer Kearney, and three days later sank the USS Reuben James; 115 

American sailors died. Now Roosevelt demurred. Though Hitler and Roosevelt refused to 

acknowledge it, their navies were at war in the Atlantic.74             

 So the United States followed a course of action in 1940 and 1941 which provided 

more than enough cause for Germany to justly declare war in December 1941, unless 

Germany’s own immoral acts in Europe justified American behavior. This, of course, is 

precisely what happened. 

 Both Germany and Japan were aggressive nations that, left unopposed by the US, 

would have divided the world between them. That world would have been bereft of 

freedom, democracy, and elemental human decency.     
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