
Capitalism Unraveling:The Great Depression
The aftermath of war brought substantial social and cultural changes to the European
and American victors in that conflict. Integrating millions of returning veterans
into ordinary civilian life was no easy task, for they had experienced horrors almost
beyond imagination.Governments sought to accommodate them—for example,with
housing programs called “homes for heroes” and with an emphasis on traditional
family values. French authorities proclaimed Mother’s Day as a new holiday designed
to encourage childbearing and thus replace the millions lost in the war.

Nonetheless, the war had loosened the hold of tradition in many ways.Enormous
casualties promoted social mobility, allowing commoners to move into positions pre-
viously dominated by aristocrats.Women increasingly gained the right to vote.Young
middle-class women, sometimes known as “flappers,” began to flout convention by
appearing at nightclubs, smoking, dancing, drinking hard liquor, cutting their hair
short, wearing revealing clothing, and generally expressing a more open sexuality.
A new consumerism encouraged those who could to acquire cars,washing machines,
vacuum cleaners, electric irons, gas ovens, and other newly available products. Radio
and the movies now became vehicles of popular culture, transmitting American jazz
to Europe and turning Hollywood stars into international celebrities.

Far and away the most influential change of the postwar decades lay in the
Great Depression. If  World War I represented the political collapse of Europe, this
catastrophic downturn suggested that its economic system was likewise failing. Dur-
ing the nineteenth century, European industrial capitalism had spurred the most
substantial economic growth in world history and had raised the living standards of
millions, but to many people it was a troubling system. Its very success generated
an individualistic materialism that seemed to conflict with older values of commu-
nity and spiritual life.To socialists and many others, its immense social inequalities
were unacceptable. Furthermore, its evident instability—with cycles of boom and
bust, expansion and recession—generated profound anxiety and threatened the live-
lihood of both industrial workers and those who had gained a modest toehold in the
middle class.

Never had the flaws of capitalism been so evident or so devastating as during
the decade that followed the outbreak of the Great Depression in 1929. All across
the Euro-American heartland of the capitalist world, this vaunted economic system
seemed to unravel. For the rich, it meant contracting stock prices that wiped out
paper fortunes almost overnight. On the day that the American stock market initially
crashed (October 24, 1929), eleven Wall Street financiers committed suicide, some
by jumping out of skyscrapers. Banks closed, and many people lost their life savings.
Investment dried up, world trade dropped by 62 percent within a few years, and
businesses contracted when they were unable to sell their products. For ordinary
people, the worst feature of the Great Depression was the loss of work. Unem-
ployment soared everywhere, and in both Germany and the United States it
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reached 30 percent or more by 1932 (see the
Snapshot on p. 987).Vacant factories, soup kitch-
ens, bread lines, shantytowns, and beggars came
to symbolize the human reality of this economic
disaster.

Explaining its onset, its spread from America
to Europe and beyond, and its continuation for
a decade has been a complicated task for histo-
rians. Part of the story lies in the United States’
booming economy during the 1920s. In a coun-
try physically untouched by the war, wartime
demand had greatly stimulated agricultural and
industrial capacity. By the end of the 1920s, its
farms and factories were producing more goods
than could be sold because a highly unequal dis-
tribution of income meant that many people
could not afford to buy the products that Amer-
ican factories were churning out.Nor were major
European countries able to purchase those goods.
Germany and Austria had to make huge repara-
tion payments and were able to do so only with
extensive U.S. loans. Britain and France, which
were much indebted to the United States, de-
pended on those reparations to repay their loans.
Furthermore, Europeans generally had recovered
enough to begin producing some of their own
goods, and their expanding production further

reduced the demand for American products. Meanwhile, a speculative stock mar-
ket frenzy had driven up stock prices to an unsustainable level.When that bubble
burst in late 1929, this intricately connected and fragile economic network across
the Atlantic collapsed like a house of cards.

Much as Europe’s worldwide empires had globalized the war, so too its economic
linkages globalized the Great Depression. Countries or colonies tied to exporting
one or two products were especially hard-hit. Chile, which was dependent on copper
mining, found the value of its exports cut by 80 percent. In an effort to maintain the
price of coffee, Brazil destroyed enough of its coffee crop to have supplied the world
for a year. Colonial Southeast Asia, the world’s major rubber-producing region, saw
the demand for its primary export drop dramatically as automobile sales in Europe
and the United States were cut in half. In Britain’s West African colony of the Gold
Coast (present-day Ghana), farmers who had staked their economic lives on produc-
ing cocoa for the world market were badly hurt by the collapse of commodity prices.
Depending on a single crop or product rendered these societies extraordinarily vul-
nerable to changes in the world market.
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This famous photograph of
an impoverished American
mother of three children,
which was taken in 1936,
came to symbolize the ago-
nies of the Depression and
the apparent breakdown of
capitalism in the United
States. (Library of Congress)



The Great Depression sharply challenged the governments of capitalist countries,
which generally had believed that the economy would regulate itself through the
market.The market’s apparent failure to self-correct led many people to look twice
at the Soviet Union, a communist state whose more equal distribution of income and
state-controlled economy had generated an impressive growth with no unemploy-
ment in the 1930s, even as the capitalist world was reeling.No Western country opted
for the dictatorial and draconian socialism of the USSR, but in Britain, France, and
Scandinavia, the Depression energized a “democratic socialism” that sought greater
regulation of the economy and a more equal distribution of wealth through peaceful
means and electoral politics.

The United States’ response to the Great Depression came in the form of Presi-
dent Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal (1933–1942), an experimental combination of
reforms seeking to restart economic growth and to prevent similar calamities in the
future.These measures reflected the thinking of John Maynard Keynes, a prominent
British economist who argued that government actions and spending programs
could moderate the recessions and depressions to which capitalist economies were
prone. Although this represented a departure from standard economic thinking,
none of it was really “socialist,” even if some of the New Deal’s opponents labeled
it as such.

Nonetheless, Roosevelt’s efforts permanently altered the relationship among gov-
ernment, the private economy, and individual citizens.Through immediate programs
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As industrial production dropped during the Depression, unemployment soared. Yet the
larger Western capitalist countries differed considerably in the duration and extent of
this unemployment. Note especially the differences between Germany and the United
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of public spending (for dams, highways, bridges, and parks), the New Deal sought to
prime the pump of the economy and thus reduce unemployment.The New Deal’s
longer-term reforms, such as the Social Security system, the minimum wage, and
various relief and welfare programs, attempted to create a modest economic safety net
to sustain the poor, the unemployed, and the elderly. By supporting labor unions, the
New Deal strengthened workers in their struggles with business owners or man-
agers. Subsidies for farmers gave rise to a permanent agribusiness that encouraged
continued production even as prices fell. Finally, a mounting number of government
agencies marked a new degree of federal regulation and supervision of the economy.

Ultimately, none of the New Deal’s programs worked very well to end the Great
Depression. Not until the massive government spending required by World War II
kicked in did that economic disaster abate in the United States.The most successful
efforts to cope with the Depression came from unlikely places—Nazi Germany and
an increasingly militaristic Japan.

Democracy Denied: Comparing 
Italy, Germany, and Japan
Despite the victory of the democratic powers in World War I—Britain, France, and
the United States—their democratic political ideals and their cultural values celebrat-
ing individual freedom came under sharp attack in the aftermath of that bloody con-
flict. One challenge derived from communism, which was initiated in the Russian
Revolution of 1917 and expressed most fully in the cold war during the second half
of the twentieth century (see Chapter 22). In the 1920s and 1930s, however, the more
immediate challenge to the victors in the Great War came from highly authoritarian,
intensely nationalistic, territorially aggressive, and ferociously anticommunist regimes,
particularly those that took shape in Italy, Germany, and Japan. (See Documents:
Ideologies of the Axis Powers, pp. 1010–18, for the ideas underlying these regimes.)
The common features of these three countries drew them together by 1936–1937 in
a political alliance directed against the Soviet Union and international communism. In
1940, they solidified their relationship in a formal military alliance, creating the so-
called Axis powers.Within this alliance,Germany and Japan clearly stand out, though
in quite different ways, in terms of their impact on the larger patterns of world history,
for it was their efforts to “establish and maintain a new order of things,” as the Axis
Pact put it, that generated the Second World War both in East Asia and in Europe.

The Fascist Alternative in Europe
Between 1919 and 1945, a new political ideology, known as fascism, found expres-
sion across much of Europe.At the level of ideas, fascism was intensely nationalistic,
seeking to revitalize and purify the nation and to mobilize its people for some grand
task. Its spokesmen praised violence against enemies as a renewing force in society,
celebrated action rather than reflection, and placed their faith in a charismatic leader.
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Fascists also bitterly condemned individualism, liberalism, feminism, parliamentary
democracy, and communism, all of which, they argued, divided and weakened the
nation. In their determination to overthrow existing regimes, they were revolutionary;
in their embrace of traditional values and their opposition to much of modern life,
however, they were conservative or reactionary.

Such ideas appealed to aggrieved people all across the social spectrum. In the dev-
astation that followed the First World War, the numbers of such people grew substan-
tially. In the aftermath of the Russian Revolution of 1917, some among the middle
and upper classes saw the rise of socialism and communism as a dire threat; small-scale
merchants, artisans, and farmers feared the loss of their independence to either big
business or socialist revolution; demobilized soldiers had few prospects and nursed
many resentments; and intellectuals were appalled by the materialism and artificiality
of modern life. Such people had lost faith in the capacity of liberal democracy and
capitalism to create a good society and to protect their interests. Some among them
proved a receptive audience for the message of fascism.

Small fascist movements appeared in many Western European countries, includ-
ing France, Great Britain, and the Netherlands, but they had little political impact.
More substantial movements took shape in Austria, Hungary, and Romania. In Spain,
the rise of a fascist movement led to a bitter civil war (1936–1939) and a dictatorial
regime that lasted into the 1970s.But in Italy and Germany, such movements achieved
prolonged power in major states, with devastating consequences for Europe and the
world.

The fascist alternative took shape first in Italy.That nation had become a unified
state only in 1870 and had not yet developed a modern democratic culture. In the
early twentieth century, conservative landlords still dominated much of the country-
side. Northern Italy, however, had begun to industrialize in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, generating the characteristic tension between a factory working class and a
substantial middle class.The First World War gave rise to resentful veterans, many of
them unemployed, and to patriots who believed that Italy had not gained the terri-
tory it deserved from the Treaty of Versailles.During the serious economic downturn
after World War I, trade unions, peasant movements, and various communist and
socialist parties threatened the established social order with a wave of strikes and land
seizures.

Into this setting stepped a charismatic orator and a former journalist with a
socialist background,Benito Mussolini (1883–1945).With the help of a private army
of disillusioned veterans and jobless men known as the Black Shirts, Mussolini swept
to power in 1922, promising an alternative to both communism and ineffective dem-
ocratic rule. Considerable violence accompanied Mussolini’s rise to power as bands of
Black Shirts destroyed the offices of socialist newspapers and attacked striking work-
ers. Fearful of communism, big business threw its support to Mussolini, who promised
order in the streets, an end to bickering party-based politics, and the maintenance of
the traditional social order.That Mussolini’s government allegedly made the trains run
on time became evidence that these promises might be fulfilled.The symbol of this
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movement was the fasces, a bundle of birch
rods bound together around an axe, which
represented power and strength in unity and
derived from ancient Rome.Thus fascism was
born. (See Document 22.1, pp. 1010–12, for
Mussolini’s understanding of fascism.)

Mussolini promised his mass following ma-
jor social reforms, though in practice he con-
centrated instead on consolidating the power
of the central state. Democracy in Italy was
suspended, and opponents were imprisoned,
deported, or sometimes executed. Indepen-
dent labor unions and peasant groups were
disbanded, as were all political parties except
the Fascist Party. In economic life, a “corporate
state” took shape, at least in theory, in which
workers, employers, and various professional
groups were organized into “corporations” that
were supposed to settle their disagreements and
determine economic policy under the super-
vision of the state.

Culturally, fascists invoked various aspects
of traditional Italian life. Mussolini, though
personally an atheist, embraced the Catholic
culture of Italy in a series of agreements with

the Church (the Lateran Accords of 1929) that made the Vatican a sovereign state and
Catholicism Italy’s national religion. In fascist propaganda, women were portrayed
in highly traditional terms as domestic creatures, particularly as mothers creating new
citizens for the fascist state, with no hint of equality or liberation. Nationalists were
delighted when Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935, avenging the embarrassing defeat that
Italians suffered at the hands of Ethiopians in 1896. In the eyes of Mussolini and fas-
cist believers, all of this was the beginning of a “new Roman Empire” that would
revitalize Italian society and give it a global mission.

Hitler and the Nazis
Far more important in the long run was the German expression of European fas-
cism, which took shape as the Nazi Party under the leadership of Adolf Hitler
(1889–1945). In many respects, it was similar to its Italian counterpart.Both espoused
an extreme nationalism, openly advocated the use of violence as a political tool,
generated a single-party dictatorship, were led by charismatic figures, despised parlia-
mentary democracy, hated communism, and viewed war as a positive and ennobling
experience.4 The circumstances that gave rise to the Nazi movement were likewise
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broadly similar to those of Italian fascism, although the Nazis did not achieve national
power until 1933.

The end of World War I witnessed the collapse of the German imperial gov-
ernment, itself less than a half century old. It was left to the democratic politicians
of a new government—known as the Weimar Republic—to negotiate a peace settle-
ment with the victorious allies.Traditional elites, who had withdrawn from public life
in disgrace, never explicitly took responsibility for Germany’s defeat; instead they
attacked the democratic politicians who had the unenviable task of signing the Treaty
of Versailles and enforcing it. In this setting, some began to argue that German
military forces had not really lost the war but that civilian socialists, communists, and
Jews had betrayed the nation,“stabbing it in the back.”

As in postwar Italy, liberal or democratic political leaders during the 1920s faced
considerable hostility. Paramilitary groups of veterans known as the Freikorps assas-
sinated hundreds of supporters of the Weimar regime. Gradually, some among the
middle classes as well as conservative landowners joined in opposition to the Weimar
regime, both groups threatened by the ruinous inflation of 1923 and then the Great
Depression.The German economy largely ground to a halt in the early 1930s amid
massive unemployment among workers and the middle class alike. Everyone de-
manded decisive action from the state. Many industrial workers looked to socialists
and communists for solutions; others turned to fascism. Large numbers of middle-
class people deserted moderate political parties in favor of conservative and radical
right-wing movements.

This was the context in which Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist, or Nazi, Party
gained growing public support. Founded shortly after the end of World War I, the
Nazi Party under Hitler’s leadership proclaimed a message of intense German nation-
alism cast in terms of racial superiority, bitter hatred for Jews as an alien presence,
passionate opposition to communism, a determination to rescue Germany from the
humiliating requirements of the Treaty of Versailles, and a willingness to decisively
tackle the country’s economic problems.Throughout the 1920s, the Nazis were a
minor presence in German politics, gaining only 2.6 percent of the vote in the na-
tional elections of 1928. Just four years later, however, in the wake of the Depression’s
terrible impact and the Weimar government’s inability to respond effectively, the
Nazis attracted 37 percent of the vote. In 1933,Hitler was legally installed as the chan-
cellor of the German government. Thus did the Weimar Republic, a democratic
regime that never gained broad support, give way to the Third Reich.

Once in power, Hitler moved quickly to consolidate Nazi control of Germany.
All other political parties were outlawed; independent labor unions were ended;
thousands of opponents were arrested; and the press and radio came under state con-
trol. Far more thoroughly than Mussolini in Italy, Hitler and the Nazis established
their control over German society.5

By the late 1930s, Hitler apparently had the support of a considerable major-
ity of the population, in large measure because his policies successfully brought
Germany out of the Depression.The government invested heavily in projects such
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as superhighways, bridges, canals, and public buildings and, after 1935, in rebuilding
and rearming the country’s diminished military forces.These policies drove down
the number of unemployed Germans from 6.2 million in 1932 to fewer than 500,000
in 1937.Two years later Germany had a labor shortage. Erna Kranz, a teenager in
the 1930s, later remembered the early years of Nazi rule as “a glimmer of hope. . .not
just for the unemployed but for everybody because we all knew that we were
downtrodden. . . . It was a good time. . . there was order and discipline.”6 Millions
agreed with her.

Other factors as well contributed to Nazi popularity. Like Italian fascists, Hitler
too appealed to rural and traditional values that many Germans feared losing as their
country modernized. In Hitler’s thinking and in Nazi propaganda, Jews became the
symbol of the urban, capitalist, and foreign influences that were undermining tra-
ditional German culture.Thus the Nazis reflected and reinforced a broader and
long-established current of anti-Semitism that had deep roots in much of Europe.
In his book Mein Kampf (My Struggle), Hitler outlined his case against the Jews and
his call for the racial purification of Germany in vitriolic terms. (See Document 21.2,
pp. 1012–15, for a statement of Hitler’s thinking.)

Far more than elsewhere, this insistence on a racial revolution was a central feature
of the Nazi program and differed from the racial attitudes in Italy, where Jews were a

tiny minority of the population and deeply assimi-
lated into Italian culture. Early on, Mussolini had
ridiculed Nazi racism, but as Germany and Italy
drew closer together, Italy too began a program of
overt anti-Semitism, though nothing approaching
the extremes that characterized Nazi Germany.

Upon coming to power, Hitler implemented
policies that increasingly restricted Jewish life. Soon
Jews were excluded from universities, professional
organizations, and civil employment. In 1935, the
Nuremberg Laws ended German citizenship for
Jews and forbade marriage or sexual relations be-
tween Jews and Germans.On the night of Novem-
ber 9, 1938, known as Kristallnacht, persecution
gave way to terror,when Nazis smashed and looted
Jewish shops. Such actions made clear the Nazis’
determination to rid Germany of its Jewish pop-
ulation, thus putting into effect the most radical
element of Hitler’s program. Still, it was not yet
apparent that this “racial revolution” would mean
the mass killing of Europe’s Jews.That horrendous
development emerged only in the context of
World War II.

Also sustaining Nazi rule were massive torch-
light ceremonies celebrating the superiority of the
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seeking to dominate the
world (the whip). (akg-images)



German race and its folk culture. In these settings, Hitler was the mystical leader,
the Führer, a mesmerizing orator who would lead Germany to national greatness
and individual Germans to personal fulfillment.

If World War I and the Great Depression brought about the political and eco-
nomic collapse of Europe, the Nazi phenomenon represented a moral collapse within
the West, deriving from a highly selective incorporation of earlier strands of Euro-
pean culture. On the one hand, the Nazis actively rejected some of the values—
rationalism, tolerance, democracy, human equality—that for many people had defined
the core of Western civilization since the Enlightenment. On the other hand, they
claimed the legacy of modern science, particularly in their concern to classify and
rank various human groups.Thus they drew heavily on the “scientific racism” of the
nineteenth century and its expression in phrenology,which linked the size and shape
of the skull to human behavior and personality. Moreover, in their effort to purify
German society, the Nazis reflected the Enlightenment confidence in the perfecti-
bility of humankind and in the social engineering necessary to achieve it.

Japanese Authoritarianism
In various ways, the modern history of Japan paralleled that of Italy and Germany.
All three were newcomers to great power status,with Japan joining the club of indus-
trializing and empire-building states only in the late nineteenth century as its sole
Asian member (see pp. 898–901). Like Italy and Germany, Japan had a rather lim-
ited experience with democratic politics, for its elected parliament was constrained
by a very small electorate (only 1.5 million men in 1917) and by the exalted position
of a semidivine emperor and his small coterie of elite advisers.During the 1930s, Japan
too moved toward authoritarian government and a denial of democracy at home,
even as it launched an aggressive program of territorial expansion in East Asia.

Despite these broad similarities, Japan’s history in the first half of the twentieth
century was clearly distinctive. In sharp contrast to Italy and Germany, Japan’s par-
ticipation in World War I was minimal, and its economy grew considerably as other
industrialized countries were engaged in the European war.At the peace conference
ending that war, Japan was seated as an equal participant, allied with the winning side
of democratic countries such as Britain, France, and the United States.

During the 1920s, Japan seemed to be moving toward a more democratic poli-
tics and Western cultural values. Universal male suffrage was achieved in 1925; cabi-
nets led by leaders of the major parties, rather than bureaucrats or imperial favorites,
governed the country; and a two-party system began to emerge. Supporters of these
developments generally embraced the dignity of the individual, free expression of
ideas, and greater gender equality. Education expanded; an urban consumer society
developed; middle-class women entered new professions; young women known as
moga (modern girls) sported short hair and short skirts, while dancing with mobo
(modern boys) at jazz clubs and cabarets.To such people, the Japanese were becom-
ing world citizens and their country was becoming “a province of the world” as they
participated increasingly in a cosmopolitan and international culture.
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In this environment, the accumulated tensions of Japan’s modernizing and indus-
trializing processes found expression.“Rice riots” in 1918 brought more than a mil-
lion people into the streets of urban Japan to protest the rising price of that essential
staple.Union membership tripled in the 1920s as some factory workers began to think
in terms of entitlements and workers’ rights rather than the benevolence of their
employers. In rural areas, tenant unions multiplied, and disputes with landowners
increased amid demands for a reduction in rents.A mounting women’s movement
advocated a variety of feminist issues, including suffrage and the end of legalized
prostitution.“All the sleeping women are now awake and moving,” declared Yosano
Akiko, a well-known poet, feminist, and social critic.Within the political arena, a num-
ber of “proletarian parties”—the Labor-Farmer Party, the Socialist People’s Party,
and a small Japan Communist Party—promised in various ways to “bring about the
political, economic and social emancipation of the proletarian class.”7

To many people in established elite circles—bureaucrats, landowners, industrial-
ists, military officials—all of this was alarming, even appalling, and suggested echoes
of the Russian Revolution of 1917.A number of political activists were arrested, and
a few were killed.A Peace Preservation Law, enacted in 1925, promised long prison
sentences, or even the death penalty, to anyone who organized against the existing
imperial system of government or private property.

As in Germany, however, it was the impact of the Great Depression that paved
the way for harsher and more authoritarian action.That worldwide economic catas-
trophe hit Japan hard. Shrinking world demand for silk impoverished millions of
rural dwellers who raised silkworms. Japan’s exports fell by half between 1929 and
1931, leaving a million or more urban workers unemployed. Many young workers
returned to their rural villages only to find food scarce, families forced to sell their
daughters to urban brothels, and neighbors unable to offer the customary money for
the funerals of their friends. In these desperate circumstances, many began to doubt
the ability of parliamentary democracy and capitalism to address Japan’s “national
emergency.”Politicians and business leaders alike were widely regarded as privileged,
self-centered, and heedless of the larger interests of the nation.

Such conditions energized a growing movement in Japanese political life known
as Radical Nationalism or the Revolutionary Right. Expressed in dozens of small
groups, it was especially appealing to younger army officers.The movement’s many
separate organizations shared an extreme nationalism, hostility to parliamentary de-
mocracy, a commitment to elite leadership focused around an exalted emperor, and
dedication to foreign expansion.The manifesto of one of those organizations, the
Cherry Blossom Society, expressed these sentiments clearly in 1930:

As we observe recent social trends, top leaders engage in immoral conduct,
political parties are corrupt, capitalists and aristocrats have no understanding of
the masses, farming villages are devastated, unemployment and depression are
serious. . . .The rulers neglect the long term interests of the nation, strive to win
only the pleasure of foreign powers and possess no enthusiasm for external
expansion. . . .The people are with us in craving the appearance of a vigorous
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and clean government that is truly based upon the masses, and is genuinely cen-
tered around the Emperor.8

Members of such organizations managed to assassinate a number of public offi-
cials and prominent individuals, in the hope of provoking a return to direct rule by
the emperor, and in 1936 a group of junior officers attempted a military takeover of
the government, which was quickly suppressed. In sharp contrast to developments
in Italy and Germany, however, no right-wing party gained wide popular support,
nor was any such party able to seize power in Japan.Although individuals and small
groups sometimes espoused ideas similar to those of European fascists, no major fas-
cist party emerged. Nor did Japan produce any charismatic leader on the order of
Mussolini or Hitler. People arrested for political offenses were neither criminalized
nor exterminated, as in Germany, but instead were subjected to a process of “reso-
cialization” that brought the vast majority of them to renounce their “errors” and
return to the “Japanese way.” Japan’s established institutions of government were suf-
ficiently strong, and traditional notions of the nation as a family headed by the em-
peror were sufficiently intact, to prevent the development of a widespread fascist
movement able to take control of the country.9

In the 1930s, though, Japanese public life clearly changed in ways that reflected
the growth of right-wing nationalist thinking. Parties and the parliament continued
to operate, and elections were held, but major cabinet positions now went to promi-
nent bureaucratic or military figures rather than to party leaders. The military in
particular came to exercise a more dominant role in Japanese political life, although
military men had to negotiate with business and bureaucratic elites as well as party
leaders.Censorship limited the possibilities of free expression,and a single news agency
was granted the right to distribute all national and most international news to the
country’s newspapers and radio stations.An Industrial Patriotic Federation replaced
independent trade unions with factory-based “discussion councils” to resolve local
disputes between workers and managers.

Established authorities also adopted many of the ideological themes of the Rad-
ical Right. In 1937, the Ministry of Education issued a new textbook, The Cardinal
Principles of Our National Polity, for use in all Japanese schools (see Document 21.3,
pp. 1015–17).That document proclaimed the Japanese to be “intrinsically quite dif-
ferent from the so-called citizens of Occidental [Western] countries.”Those nations
were “conglomerations of separate individuals” with “no deep foundation between
ruler and citizen to unite them.” In Japan, by contrast, an emperor of divine origin
related to his subjects as a father to his children. It was a natural, not a contractual,
relationship, expressed most fully in the “sacrifice of the life of a subject for the
Emperor.” In addition to studying this text, students were now required to engage
in more physical training, in which Japanese martial arts replaced baseball in the
physical education curriculum.

The erosion of democracy and the rise of the military in Japanese political life
reflected long-standing Japanese respect for the military values of its ancient samurai
warrior class as well as the relatively independent position of the military in Japan’s
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Meiji constitution.The state’s success in quickly bringing the country out of the
Depression likewise fostered popular support. As in Nazi Germany, state-financed
credit, large-scale spending on armaments, and public works projects enabled Japan
to emerge from the Depression more rapidly and more fully than major Western
countries.“By the end of 1937,”noted one Japanese laborer,“everybody in the coun-
try was working.”10 By the mid-1930s, the government increasingly assumed a
supervisory or managerial role in economic affairs that included subsidies to strate-
gic industries; profit ceilings on major corporations; caps on wages, prices, and rents;
and a measure of central planning. Private property, however, was retained, and the
huge industrial enterprises called zaibatsu continued to dominate the economic
landscape.

Although Japan during the 1930s shared some common features with fascist Italy
and Nazi Germany, it remained, at least internally, a less repressive and more plural-
istic society than either of those European states. Japanese intellectuals and writers
had to contend with government censorship, but they retained some influence in the
country. Generals and admirals exercised great political authority as the role of an
elected parliament declined, but they did not govern alone. Political prisoners were
few and were not subjected to execution or deportation as in European fascist states.
Japanese conceptions of their racial purity and uniqueness were directed largely
against foreigners rather than an internal minority. Nevertheless, like Germany and
Italy, Japan developed extensive imperial ambitions.Those projects of conquest and
empire building collided with the interests of established world powers such as the
United States and Britain, launching a second, and even more terrible, global war.

A Second World War
World War II, even more than the Great War, was a genuinely global conflict with
independent origins in both Asia and Europe.Their common feature lay in dissat-
isfied states in both continents that sought to fundamentally alter the international
arrangements that had emerged from World War I. Many Japanese, like their coun-
terparts in Italy and Germany, felt stymied by Britain and the United States as they
sought empires that they regarded as essential for their national greatness and eco-
nomic well-being.

The Road to War in Asia
World War II began in Asia before it occurred in Europe. In the late 1920s and the
1930s, Japanese imperial ambitions mounted as the military became more powerful
in Japan’s political life and as an earlier cultural cosmopolitanism gave way to more
nationalist sentiments. An initial problem was the rise of Chinese nationalism,
which seemed to threaten Japan’s sphere of influence in Manchuria, acquired after
the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905.Acting independently of civilian authorities
in Tokyo, units of the Japanese military seized control of Manchuria in 1931 and
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established a puppet state called Manchukuo.This action infuriated Western pow-
ers, prompting Japan to withdraw from the League of Nations, to break politically
with its Western allies, and in 1936 to align more closely with Germany and Italy.
By that time, relations with an increasingly nationalist China had deteriorated fur-
ther, leading to a full-scale attack on heartland China in 1937 and escalating a bit-
ter conflict that would last another eight years.World War II in Asia had begun (see
Map 21.4).

As the war with China unfolded, the view of the world held by Japanese author-
ities and many ordinary people hardened. Increasingly, they felt isolated, surrounded,
and threatened. A series of international agreements in the early 1920s that had
granted Japan a less robust naval force than Britain or the United States as well as
anti-Japanese immigration policies in the United States convinced some Japanese that
European racism prevented the West from acknowledging Japan as an equal power.
Furthermore, Japan was quite dependent on foreign and especially American sources
of strategic goods. By the late 1930s, some 73 percent of Japan’s scrap iron, 60 per-
cent of its imported machine tools, 80 percent of its oil, and about half of its copper
came from the United States, which was becoming increasingly hostile to Japanese
ambitions in Asia. Moreover,Western imperialist powers—the British, French, and
Dutch—controlled resource-rich colonies in Southeast Asia. Finally, the Soviet
Union, proclaiming an alien communist ideology, loomed large in northern Asia.
To growing numbers of Japanese, their national survival was at stake.

Thus in 1940–1941, Japan extended its military operations to the French, British,
Dutch, and American colonies of Indochina, Malaya, Burma, Indonesia, and the
Philippines in an effort to acquire those resources that would free it from depen-
dence on the West. In carving out this Pacific empire, the Japanese presented them-
selves as liberators and modernizers, creating an “Asia for Asians” and freeing their
continent from European dominance. Experience soon showed that Japan’s concern
was far more for Asia’s resources than for its liberation and that Japanese rule exceeded
in brutality even that of the Europeans.

A decisive step in the development of World War II in Asia lay in the Japanese
attack on the United States at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii in December 1941. Japanese
authorities undertook that attack with reluctance and only after negotiations to end
American hostility to Japan’s empire-building enterprise proved fruitless and an Amer-
ican oil embargo was imposed on Japan in July 1941.American opinion in the 1930s
increasingly saw Japan as aggressive, oppressive, and a threat to U.S. economic interests
in Asia. In the face of this hostility, Japan’s leaders felt that the alternatives for their
country boiled down to either an acceptance of American terms, which they feared
would reduce Japan to a second- or third-rank power, or a war with an uncertain
outcome. Given those choices, the decision for war was made more with foreboding
than with enthusiasm.A leading Japanese admiral made the case for war in this way
in late 1941: “The government has decided that if there were no war the fate of the
nation is sealed. Even if there is a war, the country may be ruined. Nevertheless a
nation that does not fight in this plight has lost its spirit and is doomed.”11
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Map 21.4 World War II in Asia
Japanese aggression temporarily dislodged the British, French, Dutch, and Americans from their colonial
possessions in Asia, while inflicting vast devastation on China.



As a consequence of the attack on Pearl Harbor, the United States entered the
war in the Pacific, beginning a long and bloody struggle that ended only with the
use of atomic bombs against Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. The Pearl Harbor
action also joined the Asian theater of the war and the ongoing conflict in Europe
into a single global struggle that pitted Germany, Italy, and Japan (the Axis powers)
against the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union (the Allies).

The Road to War in Europe
If Japan was the dissatisfied power in Asia, Nazi Germany occupied that role in
Europe even more sharply. As a consequence of its defeat in World War I and the
harsh terms of the Treaty of Versailles, many Germans harbored deep resentments
about their country’s position in the international arena.Taking advantage of those
resentments, the Nazis pledged to rectify the treaty’s perceived injustices.Thus, to
most historians, the origins of World War II in Europe lie squarely in German aggres-
sion, although with many twists and turns and encouraged by the initial unwilling-
ness of Britain, France, and the Soviet Union to confront that aggression forcefully
and collectively. If World War I was accidental and unintended,World War II was
more deliberate and planned, perhaps even desired by the German leadership and by
Hitler in particular.

War was central to the Nazi phenomenon in several ways. Nazism was born out
of World War I, the hated treaty that ended it, and the disillusioned ex-soldiers who
emerged from it.Furthermore, the celebration of war as a means of ennobling human-
ity and enabling the rise of superior peoples was at the core of Nazi ideology.“Who-
ever would live must fight,”Hitler declared.“Only in force lies the right of possession.”
He consistently stressed the importance for Germany of gaining lebensraum (living
space) in the east, in the lands of Slavic Poland and Russia. Inevitably, this required
war (see Document 21.2, pp. 1012–15).

Slowly at first and then more aggressively, Hitler prepared the country for war
and pursued territorial expansion.A major rearmament program began in 1935.The
next year, German forces entered the Rhineland, which the Treaty of Versailles had
declared demilitarized. In 1938, Germany annexed Austria and the German-speaking
parts of Czechoslovakia.At a famous conference in Munich in that year, the British
and the French gave these actions their reluctant blessing, hoping that this “appease-
ment” of Hitler could satisfy his demands and avoid all-out war. But it did not. In
the following year,1939,Germany unleashed a devastating attack on Poland, an action
that triggered the Second World War in Europe, as Britain and France declared war
on Germany. Quickly defeating France, the Germans launched a destructive air war
against Britain and in 1941 turned their war machine loose on the Soviet Union. By
then, most of Europe was under Nazi control (see Map 21.5).

Although Germany was central to both world wars, the second one was quite
different from the first. It was not welcomed with the kind of mass enthusiasm that
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had accompanied the opening of World War I in 1914.The bitter experience of the
Great War suggested to most people that only suffering lay ahead.The conduct of the
two wars likewise differed.The first war had quickly bogged down in trench warfare
that emphasized defense, whereas in the second war the German tactic of blitzkrieg
(lightning war) coordinated the rapid movement of infantry, tanks, and airpower over
very large areas.

Such military tactics were initially successful and allowed German forces, aided
by their Italian allies, to sweep over Europe, the western Soviet Union, and North
Africa.The tide began to turn in 1942 when the Soviet Union absorbed the German
onslaught and then began to counterattack, slowly and painfully moving westward
toward the German heartland.The United States, with its enormous material and
human resources, fully joined the struggle against Germany in 1942.Three more years
of bitter fighting ensued before the German defeat in May 1945.

Map 21.5 World War II
in Europe
For a brief moment during
World War II, Nazi Germany
came close to bringing all of
Europe and much of the
Mediterranean basin under
its rule.


