World War II
British and French Foreign Policy

In the 1930’s, Adolph Hitler began his goal of creating a German Empire over Europe.  His first step would be to overturn the Treaty of Versailles.  Hitler predicted that Britain and France lacked the will to fight him.  So he was confident that he could violate the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles without forcing a confrontation.  As Hitler anticipated, Britain and France backed down from his violations.  Haunted by the memory of WWI, Britain and France went to great lengths to avoid another catastrophic world war.  This policy was overwhelmingly supported by the British and French people, who did not desire another conflict that could engulf all of Europe.  
Britain was willing to allow Germany to violate the Treaty of Versailles in part because British leaders believed that Germany had been treated too harshly by the treaty.  Secondly, Britain’s military forces were unprepared to fight a war.  Britain had been slow to rebuild its armies after WWI, so they did not feel they could win another confrontation with Germany.  
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France was also reluctant to attack Germany for violations of the treaty.  France had the largest army in Europe, but it was designed to defend France from future invasions.  France had built huge defensive fortifications called the Maginot Line to protect it from Germany.  But it lacked a mobile army that could take the battle to Germany in an offensive war.  Also, France was experiencing a lot of political and economic instability, so they did not want to begin a conflict with Germany unless they were sure Britain would also fight on their side.  So they allowed Britain to decide what to do about German violations of the Treaty of Versailles. 
So, French and British officials followed a policy of appeasement: giving in to Germany in the hope that Hitler would then be satisfied and would not drag Europe through another world war.  This policy rested on the false belief that Hitler was only seeking a few peaceful revisions in the Treaty of Versailles.  Appeasement, which in the end was simply giving in to German threats, was an utter failure.  Germany grew stronger and Hitler’s power increased.

Hitler’s violations of the Treaty of Versailles
To achieve his goals, Hitler required a strong German army.  The Treaty of Versailles had limited Germany to a small, token force.  In March 1935, Hitler declared that Germany was no longer bound by the Treaty and began to conscript soldiers and rebuild its army, navy, and air force.  Britain and France offered no resistance.

On March 7th, 1936, Hitler marched troops to the Rhineland – German lands that bordered France.  The Treaty of Versailles had forbid Germany from putting any troops into this area, since they would be a threat to France.  German generals had warned Hitler that doing so would provoke France to invade Germany; however Hitler gambled that France lacked the will to fight.  Hitler was right.  Britain was untroubled by the militarization of the Rhineland – after all, Hitler was only sending soldiers to lands that were part of Germany.  And France would not attack Germany without British help.  France overestimated the strength of Germany and thought they could not successfully invade Germany, so they focused on defending their borders from Germany.
The Treaty of Versailles had also strictly forbid Germany and Austria from unifying together into one country.  This was done to prevent Germany from becoming too powerful.  In March of 1938, Hitler sent troops into Austria under the pretext of preventing violence in Austria.  Austria was soon made a province of Germany.  This action was done with the support of the Austrian people – who were ethnically tied to Germans.  
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Hitler obtained Austria merely by threatening to use force.  This tactic would also give him the Sudetenland of Czechoslovakia.  Of the 3.5 million people who lived there, some 2.8 million were ethnic German.  Hitler had the Sudetenland Germans claim that they were being oppressed by the Czechs, so that he would have a pretext to invade Czechoslovakia and annex the Sudetenland.  The Munich conference was called to prevent war from breaking out.  The main powers of Europe: Britain, France, Germany, and Italy were present.  Britain’s Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, sought to appease Germany at the Munich conference.  Some British believed that Sudetenland Germans were entitled to self-determination.  They believed that Hitler was only seeking to unite Germans together – which was the rightful result of the principle of self-determination.  They believed that Hitler would be satisfied once Germany had reclaimed the Germans that had been given to other countries.  Also, Britain had not rearmed its military after WWI.  British generals believed that they were not prepared to fight a war and were willing to sacrifice Czechoslovakia to buy the time needed to rearm.  So Hitler was given the Sudetenland.  Prime Minister Chamberlain was showered with praise when he returned home for “keeping the peace.”  
World War II begins
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Hitler’s next goal was to conquer Poland.  Hitler believed that Germany needed more land to feed and house its growing population, a policy known as lebensraum.  He sought that land to the east – Poland and the Soviet Union.  Even though he knew he would eventually invade the Soviet Union, Hitler signed a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union in August, 1939.  This stunning move ensured that Britain and France could not duplicate their WWI alliance with the Russians.  Once he had the pact signed, Hitler invaded Poland.  He was confident that even if Britain and France declared war on him, he would win.  The invasion of Poland proved to Britain and France that Hitler could not be appeased.  Since Poland was not a predominantly German country, the invasion of Poland showed that Hitler’s true goal was to dominate all of Europe, not just reuniting Germans. They declared war on Germany.  
The Nazi Blitzkrieg

During the early part of WWII, Hitler relied on strategy of the German “blitzkrieg” to successfully conquer land.  Blitzkrieg literally means “lightning war.”  It was so named because the strategy was based on speed and attacking enemy units before they have the time to come up with a counter-strategy.  In a German blitzkrieg, the German air force, the Luftwaffe, would pound a countries defenses and cities.  German tanks would then use their mobility to quickly break through enemy lines.  German tanks and mobile units of Germany infantry would then quickly surround and eliminate pockets of enemy units.  The blitzkrieg was so successful because German commanders were able to make quick tactical decisions to outmaneuver their enemies.  Their enemies were considerably slower.  In France, French forces would be given orders to redeploy their lines to repulse German forces.  By the time the French forces reached their destinations, they often found that the German forces had already moved on.
Hitler was able to use the German blitzkrieg to conquer Poland in under a month.  He then turned his forces west towards France.  In May, 1940, the German blitzkrieg smashed through the countries of Belgium, Holland, and Luxembourg.  The German army then invaded France through the dense forest of Ardennes.  France had only lightly defended the Forest of Ardennes, thinking that it was too dense for an army to pass through.  On May 12th, 1940 German forces were in France.  Instead of fighting through France’s heavily defended Maginot line, they had completely circumvented it.
The battle for France was turning into a complete rout.  The French government soon surrendered to Germany.  According to the terms of the armistice (truce), Germany occupied northern France and the coast.  The French military was demobilized, and the French government, now located at Vichy in South France, would cooperate with the Germans.  The Germans gloried in their revenge, the French wept in their humiliation; and the British gathered their courage, for now they stood alone.
The Battle of Britain

Hitler expected that after his victory over France, Britain would try to make peace.  The British however, rejected Hitler’s offers to make peace.  Britain envisioned only a bleak future if Hitler was allowed to rule over continental Europe.  After Germany began its invasions, Britain had replaced Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain with Winston Churchill, who had opposed appeasement.  Dynamic, courageous, and eloquent, Churchill had the capacity to stir and lead his people in the fight against the Nazis.  “The Battle of Britain is about to begin,” Churchill told them.  “Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization… if we fail, then all we have known and cared for will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age.”
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Hitler proceeded with plans to invade Britain.  To do so, his forces would need to cross the English Channel, which required German control of the skies, or British planes would bomb German boats.  In early August, 1940, the German air force began massive attacks on British air and naval facilities.  Virtually every day of the Battle of Britain, hundreds of planes fought over the skies of Britain.  Eventually though, Hitler became convinced that he would not be able to defeat the British air force, so he called off the invasion of Britain.  The development of radar by British scientists, the skill and courage of the British air force, and the inability of Germany to quickly replace destroyed planes and pilots saved Britain from invasion.  With the invasion called off, Germany focused on bombing English cities to demoralize the British and force them to surrender in an air campaign known as the Blitz.  Every night for months, the inhabitants of London sought shelter in subways and cellars to escape German bombs, while British planes rose time after time to make Germany pay the price. Hitler’s decision to focus on civilian targets proved to be a mistake, as it allowed the British military to regain its strength.  The Blitz came to an end when the British Air Force began to use a new technology – radar – that allowed them to track the German planes and attack before the Luftwaffe reached British soil.
The Invasion of the Soviet Union
With France conquered and British forces confined to Britain, Hitler then went on to try to achieve another of his major goals: the conquest, exploitation, and colonization of Russia.  Hitler believed that the Germans were a master race destined to rule the world.  To achieve their potential, Hitler believed that Germany needed much more land to feed its population.  So his goal was to conquer Russia, enslave the Russians (whom he believed were an inferior race), and then settle Germans onto Russian land.  
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For the Russian invasion, Hitler assembled a massive force of over 4 million men, 3,300 tanks, and 5,000 planes.  In June, 1941, Hitler launched his massive invasion.  The Germans decimated the unorganized and unprepared Russian forces.  In a little more than 3 months, 2.5 million Russian soldiers had been killed, wounded, or captured.  But the Russians were not yet beaten.  First off, Russians had a great capacity to endure hardship and keep on fighting.  Also, Russia had a huge population to draw reserve troops from.  Finally, far from its supply lines, the German army was running short of fuel.  Russia’s roads became rivers of mud once the autumn rains came, preventing German trucks from supplying the army effectively.  

An early Russian winter set in, hampering the German attempt to capture Moscow.  The Germans were able to advance within 20 miles of the city, but the winter and fierce Russian resistance prevented them from taking the city.  By the end of 1941, Germany had conquered vast regions of Russia, but had failed to defeat them.  The Russia campaign proved that the Russian people would fight tooth and nail and that the Nazis were not invincible.  

The Tide Turns
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While Germany was conquering Europe, its ally Japan was extending its dominion over parts of Asia.  Seeking raw materials and driven by a fervent nationalism, Japan sought to control China and Southeast Asian lands such as French Indochina, British Burma and Malaya, and the Dutch East Indies.  From these lands, Japan hoped to obtain the oil, rubber, and tin needed for Japanese industry, along with rice to feed its population.  The Japanese believed that if they could cripple the American naval fleet in the Pacific Ocean, they would have time to conquer and consolidate their control over South East Asia.  On December 7th, 1941, Japan struck at the US naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.  America suffered a total defeat: it lost 17 ships, 188 planes, and 2,403 men.  The Japanese lost only 29 planes.  The attack on Pearl Harbor brought the United States into the war.  Previously, American citizens had been unwilling to engage in another European war, but Pearl Harbor showed America that it could not remain separate from the rest of world events.  
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In the spring of 1942, the Axis powers (Germany, Italy, and Japan) were dominant.  Japan controlled the Pacific Ocean; Germany controlled all of Continental Europe from Spain to Moscow.  By the end of the year though, the Allied forces had reversed the tide of the war.  The Allied forces successfully invaded Italy.  Mussolini was deposed as Prime Minister, and the new Italian government joined the Allies and declared war on Germany.  

On June 6th, 1944 (D-Day) the Allies landed a huge invasion force on the beaches of Normandy in France.  Over 2 million troops landed to take the fight to Hitler.  By winter of that year, Germany was in a hopeless situation.  The Allied forces were marching towards Germany.  Britain and America was invading from the West through France, while the Soviet Union invaded Germany from the East trapping Germany between the Allied armies.
On April 30th, 1945, Hitler took his own life with Russian forces only blocks away from his headquarters.  One week later, Germany surrendered unconditionally.

In the Pacific theater of the war, US forces were attacking strategic islands held by Japan.  American troops had to battle their way beaches and through jungles tenaciously held by Japanese soldiers who preferred death over the dishonor of surrender.  Japanese soldiers were willing to sacrifice their lives for every inch of contested land.  On August 6th, 1945 the US dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, killing 78,000 people.  (thousands more would die in the years afterwards from radiation poisoning).  On August 9th, a second atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki.  The Japanese then surrendered, ending World War II.
Answer the following questions:
1. Why were Britain and France unwilling to enforce the Treaty of Versailles after Hitler’s violations?

2. What was the policy of appeasement? Why did Britain and France believe it would be successful?
3. During 1935-1938, how did Hitler violate the terms of the Treaty of Versailles?

4. Why did Hitler annex the Sudetenland? Why did Britain allow this to happen?

5. Why was the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact so significant?

6. What was the blitzkrieg, and why was it so successful? 

7. Who was Winston Churchill? Why was he important to the British war effort?

8. What was the Blitz? What was its purpose?

9. Why did Hitler invade the Soviet Union despite having made a treaty with Stalin?
10. How did the Russians defeat Hitler?

11. What were Japanese goals in World War II?

12. Why did the Japanese attack Pearl Harbor? What were the results of the attack?

13. Describe the two Allied invasions of Europe. What were the results of each?
14. Why did the United States use atomic weapons against the Japanese? What were the results of the two bombings?
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