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Initial German successes
World War II was, in many ways, two different wars that happened to be fought by (some of) the same countries.  Though the U.S. and (to a lesser extent) Britain fought in both Europe and the Pacific, many countries only fought in one theater.  Just as important, Japan and Germany did not coordinate their military strategies at all.  For that reason, this handout discusses the two theaters separately.

The War in Europe

The key turning point in the war in Europe was 1942.  Up to 1942, Germany and its allies (the Axis powers) won almost everywhere.  After 1942, they gave ground steadily until their ultimate defeat in 1945.  The war in Europe began with the German conquest of Poland in 1939.  In the attack on Poland, the Germans first demonstrated their capacity for blitzkrieg (literally, lighting war), a coordinated attack by tanks and airplanes which made it possible for German armies to rapidly slice through enemy lines and defeat their opponents.  Those (and there were many, including Stalin) who expected a replay of the trench warfare of the Great War were clearly mistaken.  In 1940, the Germans used blitzkrieg to conquer Western Europe.  France, the Low Countries, Norway and Denmark were all quickly overrun in the spring and summer of 1940.  Britain managed to survive, but barely.  After losing massive amounts of material at Dunkirk (but miraculously being able to evacuate their soldiers), Britain fought off German air attacks in 1940 in the Battle of Britain.  The British victory over the German air force forced Hitler to call of his planned invasion of Britain.
In 1941, the Germans turned east.  After first conquering the Balkans (Yugoslavia and Greece), the Germans, in June 1941, attacked the Soviet Union.  It was a complete surprise attack; Stalin refused to believe intelligence suggesting the Hitler would attack.  It also proved to be a fatal strategic error, for without defeating Britain, Germany had now turned on the Soviets, opening a two-front war.  Nonetheless, the invasion initially seemed to be a huge success.  German armies rolled over the Red Army, whose officer corps had been decimated by the recent purges.  The Germans were only stopped, in December 1941, at the gates of Moscow.  In 1942, the Germans attacked again, this time towards the south of Russia, and again they advanced.  By the fall of 1942 they were on the verge of capturing the strategic city of Stalingrad.  

By 1942, then, most of Europe was in Nazi hands.  Nazi and Italian Fascist armies were also advancing across North Africa and threatening the Suez Canal.  True, the Nazis had failed to defeat Britain and the Soviets, and were now fighting on several fronts.  Nonetheless, by 1942, Germany looked almost unstoppable.




The defeat of Germany
Spread of war in the Pacific




Within Nazi-controlled Europe, Hitler worked to put into place his racially-motivated plan for his “Thousand Year Reich.”  Germany annexed portions of surrounding countries.  Plans were drawn up to create a German empire in the lands of the Soviet Union.  Slavs and other “inferior” peoples were oppressed.  Most horrifically, the Nazis carried out the systematic slaughter of Jews which came to be known as the Holocaust.  The slaughter began with mass killings of Jews in Nazi-occupied Russia in 1941.  In 1942, the Nazis began the transport of Jews from across Europe to specially constructed death camps in occupied Poland.  There Jews (and others) were gassed, and those not gassed immediately were turned into slaves, forced to work for the Germans.  As many as 12 million people, half of them Jews, may have died in the Holocaust
In 1942, fortunately, the tide of war turned.  Late in the year, the Germans and their allies suffered two key defeats, at Stalingrad in the Soviet Union, and at El Alamein in North Africa.  Just as important, the United States had entered the war against Germany in late 1941.  The result was that, after 1942, the Axis powers were in retreat on all fronts, and by 1945 Germany was defeated.  Several factors were key to Allied victory.  The manpower and might of the Soviet Red Army were crucial to the defeat of Nazi Germany.  The manpower and, especially, industrial might of the United States also played an important role.  Finally, good coordination among the Allies, especially the U.S. and Britain, helped make their war effort more effective.   

In the east, the Soviets pushed the Germans out of Russia by 1944 and advanced across eastern Europe, reaching Berlin by the spring of 1945.  In the south, the British and the Americans drove the Axis armies out of North Africa in 1943, then in the same year invaded Italy, where they engaged in a long, slow, and bloody advance up the Italian peninsula.  Though Mussolini himself was overthrown in 1943, the Germans continued to fight, and Italy was not fully liberated until the end of the war.  In the west, the U.S. and Britain invaded France in June 1944 (the D-Day invasion) and advanced rapidly across France.  A German counterattack in December 1944 (known as the Battle of the Bulge, for the bulge the German advanced created in Allied lines) was eventually defeated, and the road lay open to Germany.  With the Americans and British advancing from the west, and the Soviets from the east, Hitler committed suicide in April 1945, and Germany surrendered in May 1945.  The war in Europe was over.  

The War in Asia

World War II in Asia really began with the Japanese invasion of China in 1937.  By conquering China (and, later, other parts of east Asia), the Japanese hoped to increase their power and create what they called the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere,” an empire which would provide a market for Japanese goods and a source of raw materials for Japanese industry. The Japanese rapidly overran most of eastern China, but they 



The defeat of Japan


were never able to defeat the Guomindang or the Chinese Communists, who had now joined in an alliance against the Japanese.  As the fighting went on, U.S. opposition to Japanese aggression slowly increased.  Since the 1890s, the U.S. had aimed to preserve the independence and integrity of China (the Open Door policy), but at the same time the U.S. did not want a war with Japan.  Seeking to preserve Chinese independence without getting involved in a war, the U.S. tried gradually increasing economic pressure, imposing a serious of increasingly strict economic sanctions on the Japanese.  
U.S. concern increased in 1940, when the Japanese used Germany’s defeat of France to obtain bases and concessions in the French colony of Indochina.  That same year, the Japanese signed a Tripartite Pact with the Germans and the Italians.  A world-wide fascist threat seemed to be emerging.  In 1941, the Japanese occupied more of Indochina, and in response the U.S. imposed an oil embargo on Japan.  Japan, dependent on the U.S. for much of its oil, began running out of oil, and had to either give up its dream of empire or get rid of the U.S. threat.  Unwilling to give up their empire in east Asia, the Japanese decided to gamble on war.  One option was simply to occupy the oil-rich Dutch colony of Indonesia.  However, fearing this would mean a drawn-out war with the U.S., the Japanese decided to gamble on a bolder move.  They hoped to use a surprise attack to destroy the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor and quickly knock the U.S. out of the war (much as they had used a surprise initial attack to achieve victory over Russia in the Russo-Japanese war).  
Though they missed the American aircraft carriers (which were out of port at the time), the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 seemed in all other respects to be a success for Japan, and for the next six months, Japan advanced rapidly in the Pacific, conquering Southeast Asia and threatening Australia and Hawaii.  As in Europe, however, 1942 proved to be the turning point.  A Japanese advance on Australia was stopped at the Battle of the Coral Sea in May 1942, and then in June 1942 the Japanese navy suffered a major defeat at the Battle of Midway when they tried to advance on Hawaii.  U.S. forces then began a slow advance across the Pacific.  In the central Pacific, the Americans tried “island hopping,” capturing one island after another across the central Pacific and advancing towards the Japanese homeland.  In the south, General Douglas McArthur led American armies through New Guinea to the Philippines, an American colony that had been captured by the Japanese in 1941.  By 1945, the Philippines had been recaptured, and the Americans had captured islands within striking distance of Japan.  But the cost had been heavy.  On islands such as Iwo Jima and Okinawa, the Americans had suffered heavy casualties as the Japanese refused to surrender and fought to the death.  Fearing the cost of an invasion of Japan (though Japan was, in fact, on the verge of collapse), President Truman decided to use the new weapon of the atom bomb.  The bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, together with the Soviet Union’s entry into the war against Japan in August 1945, as well as the intervention of Emperor Hirohito, finally led to Japan’s surrender in August 1945.  



War-related losses


Going into the war, even the Japanese recognized that a long-term war with the U.S. would inevitably result in Japanese defeat.  That was the point of the attack on Pearl Harbor—to defeat the Americans quickly and avoid a long, drawn-out conflict.  Once the Japanese had been stopped in 1942, the industrial and population superiority of the Americans would have made it very difficult for Japan to win.  Japanese problems were compounded by the brutal treatment the Japanese inflicted on their Asian victims.  Before the war, many Asians had viewed the Japanese with admiration (for example, for their defeat of the Russians in the Russo-Japanese war), and had believed Japanese talk of “Asia for the Asians.”   There was hope that Japanese victory over European imperialists might bring national independence.  The reality of Japanese occupation was something different, however.  The Japanese exploited conquered areas to supply the Japanese war machine, and often treated conquered Asians with great brutality.  Japanese behavior, then, did much to turn potential Asian supporters into enemies.  Facing a powerful enemy in the United States, and losing potential supporters in Asia through brutal treatment, the Japanese were in the end no match for the military power arrayed against them.
Population losses in World War II were staggering.  Though no one knows for certain, it is estimated that something around 50 million people lost their lives in the years 1937-1945.  The Soviet Union was particularly hard hit, losing as many as 20 million people.  The material destruction from the war was also enormous.  Cities across Europe and Asia lay in ruins, factories were destroyed, and the economy was a shambles.  World War II was, by far, the most destructive war the world had ever experienced—or indeed has ever experienced.  We can only hope that nothing like it will ever be experienced again.

