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To the memory of all those who gave their lives fighting against
fascism and imperialism — in the first place all those who fell in
order to transform that fight into the victory of world revolution:
Abram Leon;

Leén Lesoil;

Marcel Hic;

Hendrik Sneevliet;

Victor Widelin;

Pantelis Pouliopoulos;

Blasco;

Tha-Thu-Tau;

Cher Dou-siou;

Tan Malakka;

and above all to the heroic unknown editors of Czorwony Sztand-
ard, who published their Trotskyist underground paper in the
Warsaw Ghetto until the last days of the uprising in which they
actively participated.






Part One

The Historcal Framework






1.

The Stakes

Capitalism implies competition. With the emergence of large cor-
porations and cartels - i.e. the advent of monopoly capitalism — this
competition assumed a new dimension. It became qualitatively
more politico-economic, and therefore military-economic. What
was at stake was no longer the fate of businesses representing some
tens of thousands of pounds or hundreds of thousand of dollars. At
stake now were industrial and financial giants whose assets ran into
tens and hundreds of millions. Accordingly, states and their armies
involved themselves more and more directly in that competition —
which became imperialist rivalry for outlets for investment in new
markets, for access to cheap or rare raw materials. The destruc-
tiveness of such competition became increasingly pronounced,
amidst a growing trend towards militarization and its ideological
reflection: the justification and glorification of war. On the other
hand, the development of manufacturing, the growth in produc-
tive capacity of the technically most advanced firms, the total
output of the main industrial powers, and especially the expansion
of finance capital and investment potential, increasingly spilled
across the boundaries of nation-states, even the largest ones. This
spread of individual national capital outwards inevitably led to
breakneck competition for external resources, markets and control
of trade-routes, within Europe but also — and most spectacularly —
outside the continent: between 1876 and 1914 European powers
managed to annex some eleven million square miles of territory,
mainly in Asia and Africa.
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Yet the creation of colonial empires following the international
thrust of capital proved to be only a temporary answer to the
problem of the growing disproportion between development of the
productive forces and the political form within which this develop-
ment had taken place: the nation-state. ' Given the poverty and low
growth rates of the colonies, their demand for manufactured goods
was inherently limited; they were hardly a substitute for the lucra-
tive markets to be found in the industrial countries themselves,
whose systematic closure — via the high tariffs on imported goods
and capital increasingly imposed by the end of the nineteenth
century — accelerated the colonial drive. At the same time the fact
that the world had become divided relatively early on, to the
especial advantage of the Western rim of the European continent,
meant that later industrial powers (USA, Germany, Russia,
Japan) had little space to expand overseas. Their prodigious deve-
lopment issued in a powerful challenge to the existing territorial
arrangements. It upset the concomitant balance of political and
economic power. The growing conflict between the burgeoning
productive forces and the prevailing political structures could less
and less be contained by conventional diplomacy or local military
skirmishes. The power coalitions which this conflict fostered
merely exacerbated it, ensuring that it would reach exploding-
point. The explosion occurred with the First World War. '

It is not surprising that the first move in questioning the status
quo should have been made by Germany, which had assumed the
industrial leadership of Europe and hence was in a position to
challenge a colonial share-out favourable to Britain and France by
force of arms. The prospect of the continent’s unification under
German domination, with all its implications for the future of the
colonies and other dependent states, was a matter of concern not
only to those most immediately affected, like Britain, France or
Russia, but also for the non-European powers: Japan and the
United States. In the event, US intervention on the side of the
Entente proved decisive in the defeat of Germany. o

Yet World War One in no way ‘solved’ the growing contradiction
between economy and politics within the capitalist world. True,
Germany was defeated, but not so decisively as to eliminate her
from the race for world leadership. And the war had opened the
door for a new arrival: socialist revolution. The victory and con-
solidation of Bolshevik power in Russia; the revolutionary ferment
leading to the appearance of Soviet power in the other defeated
countries and Italy; the generalized revulsion against the war
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which produced a massive shift to the left in the victor countries
themselves at its close — these changed the whole meaning of
international warfare for the bourgeoisie. From the outset the new
arrangement between victors and vanquished was overshadowed
by the desire of the ruling classes to prevent the spread of revo-
lution, especially to Germany. American, British and even French
imperialists did not dare completely to disarm their German com-
petitors, lest the German working class take power. Indeed,
between November 1918 and October 1923, the Reichswehr was the
only real force defending the weakened capitalist order in
Germany. The contradiction of Versailles was that the victors
wanted to weaken German capitalism without really disarming it
and while keeping its industrial power intact. This made its
military comeback inevitable.

The point has been made many times that the Second World
War was a logical and inevitable outcome of World War One. But
the link between the two is commonly reduced to the anti-German
clauses of the Versailles Treaty, and especially the foolish policy of
reparations on which the French bourgeoisie was particularly
insistent. In truth, although the terms of the peace settlement
certainly helped to exacerbate the political, military and above all
economic conflicts that dominated the twenties and thirties and
paved the way to WWII, they did not create these problems — any
more than ‘reckless’ planning by the Austrian, Russian, German or
French general staffs caused WWI.

In this respect it is instructive to look beyond strictly European
politics to the peculiar relationship developing between China,
Japan and the USA, which would eventually lead to the Pacific
War. In 1900 Japan and the USA collaborated in the suppression
of the Boxer Rebellion in China. In 1905 the Russo-Japanese peace
treaty was signed under US auspices. In the First World War
Japan intervened as an ally of the United States and the other two
powers with economic interests in the Far East: Britain and
France. She was not badly treated by the Paris Peace Conference
nor by the Washington Naval Agreement of 1922. Hence the fact
that Japanese foreign policy gradually embarked upon a course of
violent agression hardly different from that of German imperialism
cannot be explained by any ‘humiliation’ imposed on her by her
future enemies. On the contrary, the target of the Japanese war
drive was China, the most populous country in the world. Japan’s
occupation of Manchuria in 1931, and the all-out war it unleashed
against China in 1937, made armed conflict with the USA inevit-
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able, since the latter was resolved at all costs to prevent the trans-
formation of China into a Japanese colony or dependency. At a
deeper level, the American-Japanese conflict was fuelled by the
grave economic crisis of 1929-32 in both countries. It flowed from
the perception that a long-term solution involved a decisive break
with economic isolationism (a shift from growth centered on the
home market), and hence the need to achieve for oneself (or deny
others) strategic insertion in the world market via hegemony overa
substantial part of the world, as a necessary step on the path to
world dominance.?

So the second act of the imperialist drama unfolded according to
the inner logic of the world capitalist system. Once again the stake
was the international hegemony of one imperialist power, to be
won and maintained by an active combination of military conquest
or pressure and economic domination or plunder — the exact mix
depending on the relative strength or weakness of the individual
contestants, deriving from such inner constraints as the level of
economic development and the character of political institutions.
On the eve of the Second World War these powers were the USA,
Germany, Japan and Britain, with France and Italy playing the
role of secondary allies, lacking the strength to be real contenders.

It might be objected that the above characterization of the stakes
of WWII is too sweeping and does not correspond to the real course
of events, which reveal much more limited ambitions on the part of
the warring powers; that one ought to distinguish more sharply
between causes and effects, and differentiate the aggressors from
those states which entered the war in self-defence. Was not the
Second World War simply a concatenation of regional conflicts
whose origin lay in the peculiarities of German and Japanese
politics, inducing a rupture in what otherwise would have been a
peaceful evolution of the world economy towards what Kautsky
had termed ‘ultra-imperialism’? In this view, Japan’s drive was
limited to the creation of an East-Asian and Pacific zone of
influence and German expansionism to parts of Europe, North
Africa and the Middle East. The British bourgeoisie’s desire to
retain its imperial possessions can then be cleared of rgsponfslblht‘y
for Japanese or German militarism, and US goals vis-a-vis Asia
and Africa, not to speak of Europe, can be seen as more modest and
benign in essence than the policy of armed conquest sprouted by
German and Japanese fascism. )

However, this objection misunderstands the role which inter-
imperialist wars have played in the internationalization of the
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capitalist economy and reduces them to the pursuit of — or a
reaction to — violent conquest. But the most violent and murderous
cases of imperialist aggression are expressions of relative weakness
rather than strength. The imperialist conquest of the world is not
only, or even mainly, a drive to occupy huge territories per-
manently with millions of soldiers. On the contrary, the motor of
the Second World War was the major capitalist states’ need to
dominate the economy of whole continents through capital invest-
ment, preferential trade agreements, currency regulations and
political hegemony. The aim of the war was the subordination not
only of the less developed world, but also of other industrial states,
whether enemies or allies, to one hegemonic power’s priorities of
capital accumulation. In this perspective US domination of the
countries of Latin America, achieved largely by economic warfare
and with relatively marginal military involvement, was not a
feasible paradigm for establishing world rule — any more than
Tojo’s or Hitler’s military machines were sufficient in themselves
for that purpose. For the USA, an economic power par excellence,
this meant building up a powerful navy and forcing Britain soon
after the end of the First World War to accept parity on the seas —
just as Japan would insist on parity with Britain and USA and
thereby torpedo the Washington agreement a decade and a half
later. World hegemony, in other words, can be exercised only
through a combination of military strength and economic superior-
ity. Naturally, it cannot be known what precise combination
Germany or Japan would have adopted in the event of ultimate
victory; but it would certainly have been some such combination
rather than a reliance on sheer brute force. In occupied Europe
even the Nazis knew how to deal quite differently with, for
instance, the French, Belgian, Dutch or Danish bourgeoisies from
the way they treated the Jewish people or the people of Poland or
the Soviet Union, exceptional circumstances of the unfolding war
notwithstanding.?

Equally, there is not the slightest proof of any limitation on the
war aims of Japan, Germany or the USA, the real challengers of
the status quo in the Second World War. Very early on the Tanaka
Memorandum established that for the Japanese army, the
conquest of China was only a stepping-stone to the conquest of
world hegemony, which would be achieved after crushing US
resistance.* Indeed, Japan’s alliance with Germany could be only
temporary, and remained fragile and ineffectual throught the war,
for it was seen as a provisional truce with a future enemy.® Hitler’s
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understanding of the meaning of the coming war was equally clear:
‘The struggle for hegemony in the world will be decided for Europe
by possession of the Russian space. Any idea of world politics is
ridiculous (for Germany) as long as it does not dominate the
continent . . . If we are masters of Europe, then we shall have the
dominant position in the world. If the (British) Empire were to
collapse today through our arms, we would not be its heirs, since
Russia would take India, Japan East Asia and America Canada.”

American imperialism was also conscious of its ‘destiny’ to
become the world leader. ‘The decision he (Roosevelt) made in
1940, on his own authority and without clarion calls, involved the
commitment of the United States to the assumption of responsi-
bility for nothing less than the leadership of the world.” The
breakdown of the world economy in the late 1920s, to which the
United States had itself generously contributed, and the creation
of exclusive trading blocs (the largest of which centered on the
British sterling area) imperilled not only America’s markets but
also its supply of raw materials. For the United States the war was
to be the lever which would open the whole of the world market and
world resources to American exploitation.® Cordell Hull, the US
Secretary of State, put it quite bluntly in 1942: ‘Leadership
towards a new system of international relationships in trade and
other economic affairs will devolve largely upon the United States
because of our great economic strength. We should assume this
leadership, and the responsibility that goes with it, primarily for
reasons of pure national self-interest.”

As for British imperialism, even if it indeed had already chewed
off more than it could digest, it by no means ceased jockeying for
more positions. Its intervention in East Africa, mopping up of the
Italian colonial empire, liquidation of the French enclaves in the
Near East, heavy hand laid upon Iran, preparation of a Balkan
invasion with the evident purpose of making Greece a stepping
stone for the creation of British client states in Eastern Emtope
replacing the French satellites which had emerged in 1918, various
attempts at power politics in Latin America (such as the backstairs
encouragement given to Peron against US imperialism)—indicate
that the dream of hegemony was still being dreamt in the City too,
albeit under conditions where the disproportion between end and
means became increasingly pathetic.

In the era of imperialism, even a quest for regional zones of
influence presupposes a readiness to fight on a world scale. The
logic of this emerges in the military directives and decisions of the
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Second World War’s opening stages. Already in November 1940,
Hitler’s Directive No.18 mentions the need to capture the Canary
and Cape Verde islands, the Azores and West Africa, because of
their strategic importance vis-a-vis the USA. Iraq and Iran were
mentioned as further goals of the Caucasion operations, and Direc-
tive No.24 of 5 March 1941 extends German war plans as far as
Australia. '® Echoing these concerns, Iceland, the Azores, the Cape
Verde Islands and the port of Dakar were all seen by US strategists
as necessary for the reconquest of Europe and a line of defence to be
held against possible German attack.'' Roosevelt was convinced in
1940 that ‘if Britain fell, a disastrous war for the United States
would be inevitable, (for) Germany would attack the Western
hemisphere, probably at first in Latin America, as soon as she
assembled a sufficient naval force and transport and cargo fleet
(not too long a process with all the shipbuilding facilities of Europe
at Germany's disposal) and Japan would go on the rampage in the
Pacific.’'?

To be sure, geographical constraints and military requirements
partially dictated these lines of expansion. '’ But underlying these
constraints and considerations was the inner logic of imperialism,
which can be seen quite clearly in the planning councils of the
warring states. Oil, rubber, copper, nickel, tin, manganese, iron
ore, cotton, etc. had to be secured; sea-lanes had to be kept open to
ship these home; workers and forced labour had to be mobilized,
housed and fed; exports had to be expanded and foisted upon
reluctant clients; foreign competitors had to be dragooned into
partnerships or simply absorbed; opponents’ exports had to be cut
and their populations starved. The war indeed showed itself to be
nothing but the continuation of politics by other means. '

But if the meaning of the Second World War, like that of its
predecessor, can be grasped only in the context of the imperialist
drive for world domination, its significance lies in the fact that it
was the ultimate test of the relative strength of the competing
imperialist states. Its outcome determined the particular pattern of
the world accumulation of capital for a whole period. In the world
organised by capital based on nation-states, war is the mechanism
for the final resolution of differences. For although military power
is not the only kind of pressure which a capitalist state can bring to
bear upon its rivals, nevertheless it is the highest form of power:
the potential or actual use of armed might to impose its will is the
decisive proof of an imperialist state’s superiority. Therefore, what
we are dealing with here is the capacity of each of the belligerents to
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use military force in a sustained way and more successfully than its
opponents, which in turn depends on the ability of each state to
mobilize all necessary resources, human as well as material, for
victory. Consequently, wars on this scale are the supreme test of
the solidity of the social order and its economic health, as they are
of the political stamina of the ruling classes and their leaderships.
So far as the latter are concerned, the central issue is the ability of
the bourgeoisie to reign in its own back yard, above all over its
native working class. In the final analysis, imperialist expansion
expresses an insatiable thirst for surplus value, its production and
realization — the snowball dynamic of capital accumulation. But
qualitatively increased surplus-value production is possible only
through a specific relationship with wage labour, a subordination
of the working class to capital. Hence a strategic integration of the
working class in the metropolitan centres is a necessary component
of the imperialist countries’ ability to pursue the struggle for world
dominance. The world that emerged from the 1914-1918 war was
at least partially shaped by the unprecendented rise in working-
class self-organization and self-confidence, especially in Europe
but also in the USA, during the quarter century that preceded it.
The attitude of the working class to imperialist wars was therefore
of importance not only to the ruling classes, but also to the future of
the working class itself. The historic debate which took place
among the parties of the Second International between 1907 and
1917 — a debate which started before the war (though at a time
when the warring alliances were already in place) and continued
right through it — linked the question of the forthcoming war toa
wider discussion on whether the workers’ organizations should be
instruments of reform of the bourgeois order or its grave-diggers. 15
When the war started, and after initial nationalist euphoria had
evaporated amidst hunger, death and destruction, the social truce
broke under its impact right across the continent. _
Mutinies in the French, German, Austrian and Russian armies;
hunger marches and strikes in factories; the overthrow of Tsarism
in Russia; the dissolution of Austria-Hungary; the overthrow of
the Ottoman sultanate; the abdication of the German Kaiser; the
advent of revolution in the cities of Central, East and Southeastel_’n
Europe; and finally the success of the Bolshevik-led revolution in
Russia — these represent the many varied attempts by the exploited
populations of this part of Europe and Asia to find alternative
solutions to captalism’s intensifying structural crisis and to the
war-prone anarchy of the international order established by the
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bourgeoisie. The abdication of the Second International majority
before the raison d’état of the national ruling classes in 1914 found
its response in the organization of the minority into a Third Inter-
national and in the formation of Communist parties throughout the
world to challenge the discredited social-democratic formations.

Labour’s resistance to the hegemonic drive of the bourgeoisie,
and the young Soviet republic, which survived despite the con-
centrated efforts of the imperialist powers to destroy it, constituted
formidable obstacles to the pursuit of imperialist designs, espe-
cially for European capital. Both had to be, if not eliminated, then
at least neutralized before any imperialist power could seriously
contemplate starting another international war. The history of the
preparation and unleashing of WWII is, therefore, not just the
history of an increasingly explosive differentiation of sectional
(national) interests of the world bourgeoisie, but also of its sus-
tained and more or less successful efforts to remove these obstacles.
In other words, it is also a history of counter-revolution. By 1939
the record of this counter-revolutionary consolidation was promis-
ing but uneven. The fate and evolution of the Soviet Union was
particularly crucial. The revolutionary upheavals following WW1
had been strong enough to prevent the restoration of capitalism in
erstwhile Imperial Russia. But the fact that they produced no new
victories gravely weakened the Soviet working class: the Soviet
republic had survived, but in a greatly distorted form. This in turn
contributed to the impotence of the European working class in the
inter-war period. A downturn of revolution gave the green light for
a new onslaught against the labour movement as soon as the crisis
demanded this. The stepping-stones towards World War Two
were Chiang Kai-Shek’s massacre of Communist and other labour
militants in Shanghai in 1927; the rise of fascism in Italy and
Germany in the 1920s and 1930s; the defeat of the Spanish
republic; the collapse of the Popular Front in France. The failure
of the British General Strike and the stranglehold imposed by the
CIO bureaucracy upon the rising militancy of the American
working class likewise played far from marginal roles in preparing
the new conflict.

The assertion here that the real stake of WWII was the establish-
ment of the world hegemony of one imperialist power, and that the
war was also the culmination of a process of counter-revolution,
should not, of course, be taken to refer solely to the particularly
abhorrent role played by Hitler and German Nazism in bringing
about a new world war. On the contrary, it represents a general
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judgement upon imperialism, as a specific form of capitalism
generated by the fundamental contradiction between the inter-
nationalization and socialization of the productive process, on the
one hand, and its continued organization by private and national
interests, on the other. Those revolutionary Marxists, beginning
with Trotsky, who clearly understood this and said so repeatedly
from the early 1930s on, showed more foresight than those who
waited for the Cold War and the Korean conflict to rediscover the
structurally barbaric nature of imperialism as a system, not limited
to any particular political form of the bourgeois state or any parti-
cular national ruling class.

In addition, because ever since the mid-nineteenth century wars
between great powers have led to revolution or at least drastic
reform on the losing side, the ruling class of the imperialist states,
individually and collectively, of necessity also learned to manage
counterrevolution. Here the historic turning-point was 1914. The
abdication of large parts of the labour movement’s leading strata,
and of key sectors of the liberal intelligentsia, in the face of colo-
nialism, imperialism and war signified an acceptance of violence,
mass slaughter, nationalism and racism, as well as the restriction of
civil and working-class rights (i.e. an acceptance of the imper-
manence of the civilizational gains of many generations) for
reasons of Realpolitik dictated by national bourgeoisies.

Those who refused to pay any possible price for overthrowing
the bourgeois order in 1918-23 and then again in 1932-37, and
accepted the very real and horrible price of imperialism and war, '
bear the historic responsibility for allowing a second attempt at an
imperialist solution to the world crisis of capitalism — this time, ata
price far greater in human life and suffering than that paid in
1914-18. Nobody who soberly examines the history of 1918-45 can
seriously question the conclusion that Nazism and World War Two
were the price which humanity paid for what even Léon Blum
called the refusal, or failure, of German Social Democracy to
overthrow the bourgeois order in November-December 1918.%
Stalin and his followers share this responsibility, because of the
contribution of their policy to the establishment of the Nazi regime
in Germany, the defeat of the Spanish revolution and the streng-
thening of bourgeois rule in France.

The 1914 war opened with a shot fired by a Bosnian youth at a
future Emperor of Austria, seen as personifying national oppres-
sion and social injustice. It closed with an unsuccessful inter-
vention by Western liberal states on the side of counterrevolution
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in the civil war in Russia. This was no mere accident: the two
events symbolized the close relationship between imperialist wars
and wars of national liberation and revolution. The issue of
national self-determination was forced onto the agenda at Ver-
sailles by revolutionary Russia; unlike Wilson and Clemenceau,
who limited this right to the peoples of Eastern Europe and the
Balkans, the Soviet Union under Lenin extended its support to the
emergent national liberation movements in colonial and semi-
colonial countries (it should be recalled that the Amritsar massacre
and the emergence of the May 4 Movement in China occurred
during the peace deliberations at Versailles). As the centre of world
politics shifted away from Europe, the anti-colonial struggles in
turn became crucial allies of the proletariat in the advanced capi-
talist countries.



2.

The Immediate Causes

If imperialist expansion and its contradictions were the under-
lying historical causes of World War I1, it was a specific imperialist
power — Germany — and a specific sector of the German ruling
class, those groups most directly tied to arms production and most
responsible for assisting Hitler in the creation of the Third Reich,
which deliberately set off that war.

As early as 1931, Trotsky had predicted: if Hitler takes power,
he will unleash a war against the Soviet Union.' With hindsight,
the British historian Trevor-Roper wrote in 1964: ‘In order to
realise his ultimate aim, the restoration and extension of the lost
German empire in the East, Hitler had always recognised that
diplomacy could not be enough. Ultimately there must be war: war
against Russia’.

A large mass of historical evidence confirms that judgement.
Practically from the moment of becoming Chancellor, Hitler
started to rearm Germany. From the beginning, his programme
had a double objective: to make possible the immediate pump-
priming of a crisis-ridden German industry, under conditions of a
sharp upward push of profits (both of the mass of profit and of the
rate of profit); and to prepare at some point in the future — not later
than within ten years — an onslaught against the Soviet Union, in
order to conquer for German imperialism in Eastern Europe the
equivalent of Britain’s Indian empire.

The Lebensraum in question was by and large already mapped
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out by the Brest-Litovsk Treaty and the general annexationist
trends of radical German imperialists and big business interests at
the time of World War One. The greater knowledge which the
German bourgeoisie had acquired since then about Russia’s
natural resources, and the very progress of industrialization of the
USSR, could only make these objectives both broader and more
tantalising. Of course, a war of imperialist conquest and plunder
against the USSR did not automatically imply a full-scale Euro-
pean war, let alone a world war, at least not from the point of view
of the particular economic logic of German imperialism, or even
within the framework of the particular political logic of the Nazis.
The latter would certainly have preferred to maintain their various
adversaries divided, and knock them out or neutralise them one by
one. To coax Czechoslovakia and Poland into becoming reluctant
allies of the Hungarian type in a war against Russia, would have
been less costly for German imperialism than to have to subdue
them militarily first. But that was only possible if important
changes of bourgeois leading personnel occurred in these coun-
tries, and if they ceased to be client states of French (and to a lesser
extent British) imperialism. This in turn was possible only through
the consent or passive resignation of Paris or London to German
hegemony on the continent.

Hitler tried to achieve that objective step by step between 1935
and 1939, through a pragmatic combination of threats and entice-
ments, of blackmail and military pressure. These manoeuvres
scored a series of successes between 1934 and 1938 (remilitaris-
ation of the Rhineland, Anschluss with Austria, annexation of the
Sudetenland). But their failure was ensured once the German
army occupied Prague in March 1939. From that point onwards
British imperialism (taking a reluctant French ally into tow) was
determined to resist by force any further German expansion in
Eastern Europe. Hitler knew this. But he did not want to forego the
advance in modern weapons he still enjoyed for a couple of years.
He deliberately risked war with Britain by attacking Poland on 1
September 1939. From 3 September 1939 onwards, he found
himself at war with Britain and France, as a result of that conscious
decision.

There was a half-hearted attempt to end the war after the
conquest of Poland — in exchange for a recognition by London of
the international status quo as it existed at that point in time, —i.e.
without the restoration of Polish or Czechoslovak independence.
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Stalin gave diplomatic support to that manoeuvre. But Hitler knew
that he had little chance of getting Britain to accept such a political
capitulation.

British imperialism was committed to the long-term objective of
preventing a hostile power from completely dominating the con-
tinent of Europe, because it understood — and correctly so from the
point of view of its own interests — that such a domination would
only be an interlude before an all-out onslaught by German
imperialism against the British Empire as such. Had not Hitler
claimed that he would guarantee Czechoslovak independence,
once the question of the German minority was resolved? London
knew what had become of that pledge. Any promise Hitler made to
respect the British Empire was not worth the paper it was written
on.

A second, even less serious attempt to avoid a full-scale world
war was made by Hitler after the defeat of France in May-June
1940. Once again what was required from British imperialism was
recognition of the accomplished fact. But to acquiesce in a Euro-
pean continent dominated by Berlin without the existence of a
powerful independent French army (the situation in June 1940)
made even less sense for the City than did the earlier prospect of
September 1939, when that army was still around. In either case it
meant certain disaster for Britain as a world power, not to speak of
the risk of being militarily crushed and occupied in a few years’
time. Although, as we know today, inside the war cabinet Halifax
supported an attempt at mediation by Mussolini, the over-
whelming majority of the British ruling class rallied around
Churchill’s resolve to fight matters out there and then, without
letting Hitler consolidate, digest and organize his gains. Hitler
knew that, and did not halt for a single day his military, economic
and political plans for extending the war, either after the conquest
of Poland or after the rout of France.

Likewise, Hitler quite deliberately chose to launch an attack on
the USSR even before Britain was eliminated, i.e. to spread the
war geographically and militarily on a qualitatively new scale. This
decision was taken as early as July 1940. It was his. No outside
force was accountable for it, although other powers influencec! and
facilitated these decisions through their own actions and reactions.
The responsibility of German imperialism in the outbre?k and
extension of the Second World War was overwhelming — in con-
trast to the situation in July-August 1914, when all the major
powers more or less blundered into a world war without really
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knowing what they were doing.’

German imperialism’s option in favour of open and large-scale
aggression can only be understood against the background of the
profound economic, social, political and moral crisis which shook
German bourgeois society from 1914 on. There is no need to
recount that history here. For our purposes, it is sufficient to recall
that the upturn of the German economy engineered by the Nazi-
led cabinet was from the start decisively weighted in favour of
heavy industry, machine-tools, and road-building. All available
foreign exchange was used to amass stocks of raw material for the
eventuality of war. At the same time chemical industries were
developed with the aim of substituting man-made for war
materials. Such measures unambiguously pointed to the growing
probability, if not inevitability of war. As early as 1935 they were
combined with a step-by-step liquidation of the provisions of the
Versailles Treaty — in a build-up of military power technically
much in advance of that of the Western powers (although less
ahead of the USSR than Hitler could realize).

Various forces of a more conservative and cautious inclination
within the German ruling class, including among the military,
periodically questioned the wisdom of the reckless course
embarked upon not only by the Nazis but by their main backers
inside the bourgeoisie. Their timid protest remained completely
ineffectual, at least as long as Hitler’s path seemed strewn with
success. Only after the defeats of El Alamein, Algiers and Sta-
lingrad, did such opposition become more widespread, for obvious
reasons of self-preservation — obviously the German ruling class
did not want to be extinguished, above all not by the Soviet army.
But even then its reservations remained pitifully weak.

The way in which the structure of German industry and finance
capital evolved during the first years of the Third Reich is a telling
indicator of these basic options by the German ruling class.

But the race towards an all-out rearmanent was not only reckless
from a diplomatic and military point of view. It also represented a
desperate gamble with the German economy itself. In 1938-39, the
economy slid into a grave financial crisis. A huge budgetary deficit
emerged: public expenditure of 55 billion RM in 1939-39 (which
was to become 63 billion in 1939-40) was offset by tax and customs
receipts of only 18 billion RM that year and 25 billion the next. A
colossal build-up of public debt ensued. Inflation could less and
less be contained. Timothy Mason suggests that there was a direct
link between this crisis and the option in favour of Blitzkrieg in



26

Production Index (1913 = 100)

Total industrial output Metalworking Chemical industry
1929 121.4 170.3 186.1
1932 72.8 84.2 138.4
1936 137.2 202.6 234.8

Investments in industry
of which,
means of production
1928 2.6 billion RM 66%
1933 0.3 55%
1934 1.1 66%
1935 1.6 75%
1936 2.2 76%
1937 2.8 77%
1938 37 80%
1939 4.4 81%*

1938-39.° For as interest payments on the national debt became a
grave problem, and exports stagnated in spite of increased recourse
to barter, the laws of reproduction of capital asserted themselves. A
severe contraction of the economy threatened unless a new and
massive stream of material goods was brought into circulation. But
German output capacities were already stretched to the utmost.
No more could easily be extorted from the working class, the lower
middle classes or the Jews within the Third Reich. The only
solution was to extend the scale of physical production through
massive plunder outside of Germany’s frontiers. That meant war
of conquest. And that type of war was unleashed.
In his Origins of the Second World War,* the British historian
A.J.P. Taylor has questioned the particular responsibility of the
Nazi regime for unleashing World War Two. Despite the many
interesting insights he offers, his overall thesis is indefensible. He
argues that Hitler was basically an opportunist who had no clear
time-table for wars or conquests, but seized the chance to act only
when favourable circumstances presented themselves. Yet §ur.cly
one does not need to have a precise schedule for establishing
hegemony in Europe, any more than one need prepare for hostili-
ties to commence at a precise date for war preparation to be very
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real indeed. Hitler, or better still German imperialism, did intend
to create a new order in Europe — and this in turn made war
inevitable. Taylor’s book abounds in examples of statements un-
substantiated by facts. There is the assertion, for example, that
‘Until 1936, rearmament was largely a myth.’® This is disproved by
the many memoranda drawn up by the Reichswehr and sectors of
German big business which prompted a tripling of military expen-
diture between 1932 and 1934. Taylor also writes: ‘Rearmament
cost about forty thousand million marks in the six fiscal years
ending 31 March 1939 and about fifty thousand million marks up
to the outbreak of the war.” But this figure is much too low: the
actual sum was more like seventy or eighty billion RM.° Then
again, ‘On 15 March 1939, Bohemia became a German protec-
torate. . . . It was the unforeseen byproduct of developments in
Slovakia.’'® Yet developments in Slovakia were far from unfore-
seen; indeed, they had been deliberately planned and executed in
order to break up an already truncated Czechoslovakia.'' He
further writes: ‘Nor was there anything sinister or premeditated in
the protectorate over Bohemia . . . Bohemia had always been part
of the Holy Roman Empire.’'? But was there nothing ‘sinister’ in
breaking a solemn promise publicly made a few months before
(‘Wir wollen ja keine Tschechen! Meinetwegen werden wir ihnen
garantieren’)? Would there likewise have been nothing ‘sinister’ in
claiming Alsace, Lorraine and Artois for Germany because they
had also once been part of the Holy Roman Empire? And what of
yet again splitting Italy or Germany into dozens of independent
principalities, on the grounds that they had existed in that form for
centuries? Once you start redrawing the frontiers of Europe, where
do you stop? Taylor’s argument is clearly inconsistent here. Either
you stand by the logic of realpolitik and moral judgements about
what is ‘sinister”’ are irrelevant — but then the British reaction to the
Wehrmacht’s occupation of Bohemia was as much a ‘fact’ as the
occupation itself and a realpolitik which failed to foresee it was
inefficient and bungling. Or, if the historian may legitimately pass
judgement on the reaction — ‘exaggerated’, ‘misplaced’, etc. — then
the occupation which provoked it should likewise be judged: was it
‘reasonable’, ‘unavoidable’, ‘justified’ — or was it not? Taylor
writes: ‘He (Hitler) had no idea he would knock France out of the
war when he invaded Belgium and Holland on 10 May 1940. This
was a defensive move: to secure the Ruhr from Allied invasion.
The conquest of France was an unforeseen bonus.’"* But surely the
whole of the Manstein-Guderian plan had as its specific aim to
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knock out France, not Holland and Belgium.

In Taylor’s conception of history, foreign policy is determined
by realpolitik reacting to contingent international situations. The
actors are not anchored in internal political and economic forces,
articulated by parties, states and movements, but float in a space
constrained ultimately only by individual character and moti-
vations. In this way Hitler is seen as a ‘prisoner’ of his own
timetable, '* and the success of his project (New Order in Europe)
appears endangered solely by his own irrationality : “The European
struggle which began in 1918, when the German armistice delegate
presented himself before Foch . .. ended in 1940. . . . There
was a ‘new order’ in Europe: it was dominated by Germany. . . .
Hitler’s success depended on the isolation of Europe from the rest
of the world. He gratuitously destroyed the source of this success.
In 1941 he attacked Soviet Russia and declared war on the United
States.’'®

This is wrong on all counts. The Second World War was ines-
capably a war for world hegemony. There was no possibility of
‘isolating’ Europe from the rest of the world, not only for military
and strategic but also for evident economic reasons. Hitler, Roose-
velt and eventually even Stalin understood this well. No ‘European
struggle’ ended in June 1940: operational studies for a campaign
against the Soviet Union began in July, even before the Battle of
Britain had really started. In any case, the New Order in Europe
could not be stabilized so long as it was not recognized by all the
major powers and at least passively acquiesced in by the peoples
involved — and that was no more the case in the summer of 1940
than in the spring of 1941."

What is basically correct in Taylor’s approach is his under-
standing that German imperialism was not intrinsically different
from other imperialisms: all are stained by blood, treachery and
odious crimes against humanity. But to recognize the fact that you
live in a gangsters’ world does not imply the conclusion that a
specific crime is not committed by a particular gangster at a given
moment. There cannot be the slightest doubt that German
imperialism deliberately and brazenly unleashed the war against
Poland, and therewith the Second World War, on 1 September
1939. Whatever the responsibilities of the world capitalist system
as a whole, and of the other imperialist powers, that particular act
was the work of the German ruling class led by the Fithrer and his
military henchmen.

Was the demoralisation and growing defeatism of the French
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ruling class a contributory factor in Hitler’s reckless course towards
a new world war? Undoubtedly. But that demoralisation corre-
sponded to a material reality and to specific social interests. France
enjoyed political-military predominance on the European con-
tinent at the end of World War I. But that status in no way
corresponded to the real economic balance of forces on that con-
tinent, let alone on a world scale. Neither French capital nor
French industry could sustain armies in Western and Eastern
Europe ready to crush any German attempt at regaining the upper
hand. If anything, the disastrous financial and diplomatic conse-
quences of Poincaré’s occupation of the Ruhr in 1923 only con-
firmed the total discrepancy between French diplomatic ambitions
and economic power. Subsequent absence of political will was a
result — and not a cause — of material weakness.

Furthermore, large sectors of the French ruling class were ter-
rified by the potential strength of the French working class, ex-
emplified by the general strike of June 1936. To eliminate the
‘Communist danger’ became an obsession with many of them,
taking precedence over any international design. They increas-
ingly viewed parliamentary democracy as an intolerable burden
that prevented any effective elimination of trade-union strength.
Laval was the embodiment of this outlook, which enjoyed large-
scale support inside parliament. Pétain was widely deemed the
ideal figure for a new order, even before the war had started. In a
report sent to Rome by the Duce’s main agent in Paris — Lavoni —
and recently discovered in the Italian archives, Laval is reported as
saying on 17 March 1938 that he was about to form a national
government under Pétain. When asked what would be the reaction
of the Communists, he answered by making a gesture which could
mean either putting the screws on them or breaking their necks. '*

Because of his tiny parliamentary majority, Paul Reynaud, when
he became Prime Minister on 23 Mary 1940, included several
conservative sympathisers with such projects in his Cabinet. '* Fear
of a workers’ uprising in Paris, even after the defeat of the
September 1938 general strike, remained intense. ‘Weygand and
the others were afraid of a Commune in Paris’, Admiral Auphan
told Raymond Tournoux. This was the main motivation behind
Weygand’s desire to end the war at any price — one fully shared by
Pétain and Laval. ‘If the morale of the Army was to be preserved
and a revolutionary movement in Paris avoided, the government
has to assert its will to remain in the capital at all costs, to keep
control of the situation, even at the risk of being taken by the
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enemy. “The issue is one of internal order and dignity” declared
Weygand.”*°

So far as England was concerned, throughout the period from
1929 to 1938 British policies were unfavourable to French hege-
mony in Europe. But they never implied any acceptance of a
substitution of German hegemony for it. Chamberlain’s ‘appease-
ment’ was essentially a function of London’s judgement of the time
necessary to overcome Germany’s lead in rearmament — Hitler
having started in 1933, while British imperialism seriously began
to rearm only three to four years later. In other words, it was an
illusory and foolhardy attempt to outmanoeuvre Hitler, not an
acceptance of a Europe dominated by Berlin. By contrast with the
French bourgeoisie, the British ruling class was in no way demora-
lized or defeatist where the defence of Britain’s world position —in
the first place that of the British Empire itself — was at stake. The
difference between its Chamberlain and Churchill wings was not
one between those ready to capitulate before German imperialism
and those who were not. It was a conflict over the most effective
way to preserve the Empire and to oppose Hitler: now or later.
Given Hitler’s course, Churchill’s wing was bound to win that
argument. For a short time, some of the ‘appeasers’ played with the
idea of diverting the aggressive dynamic of German imperialism
against the USSR, but after the occupation of Prague it became
clear to them that the conquest of Eastern Europe by Hitler would
give him formidable strength to strike against the British Empire.
So further concessions would be suicidal for British imperialism.

On the other side of the globe, Japanese imperialism was like-
wise engaged in a step-by-step conquest of China — while aiming at
South East Asia as the next prize. From the point of view of the
more radical imperialist circles in and around the Imperial Army,
such a course did not necessarily imply an open conflict with
Britain and certainly not with the USA. Indeed, the conquest of
China increasingly appeared as a formidable undertaking — much
more complicated, protracted and costly than the Japanese
warlords had calculated. Here again the preferred variant was to
have faits accomplis recognised by London and Washington, rather
than to embark upon a simultaneous confrontation with China,
Britain, the USA and possibly the USSR too.

But whatever may have been the temptation of such a prospect
for London — not to speak of the lesser French and Dutch
colonial powers in the region — Washington was as hard set against
such an acceptance of Japanese conquests in Asia as was London
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against acceptance of Germany’s conquests in Europe. The reason
was the same in both cases.

American imperialism considered a future conflict with Japan
for hegemony over the Pacific-East Asia area (including China) as
in the long run unavoidable. Under these circumstances, it would
be foolish to let a future enemy first consolidate formidable con-
quests, allowing him to double, triple or quadruple his industrial,
financial and military strength, and thus to enable him to unleash
the final confrontation under conditions much worse for the USA
than the current relationship of forces. Hence the Roosevelt ad-
ministration embarked upon a policy of informal embargo of vital
raw materials for Japan, and of growing help to Chiang Kai-Shek’s
China. In face of stiffening resistance from Washington, Tokyo
had the choice of either retreating from China or pressing ahead
towards a confrontation with the USA. It deliberately opted for the
second course by the occupation of Indo-china on 23 July 1941,
with the help of Vichy France (an occupation, incidentally, which
was later to permit the Imperial Army to take Malaya and Sing-
apore from the rear). Roosevelt responded by making the US
blockade official.

Tokyo’s course was largely determined by overwhelming
economic necessity. Before the war, Japan imported 66% of its oil
from the USA. Ten million tons of the coke needed for its steel-
plants in China, all of the bauxite it needed for aircraft production,
all the nickel for its weapons programme, all its tin and its rubber,
60% of its copper and nearly all its industrial salts came to Japan
from the outside. Virtually all these goods could be supplied from
t(}:\g Dutch East Indies, Indochina, Malaya, the Philippines or

ina.

In the beginning, the war in Europe and the war in the Far East
seemed separate and self-contained. Inevitably, however, the
sheer momentum of the initial Nazi victories made the two con-
flicts interlock. Unable to decide at first between a ‘northern’ and a
‘southern’ option, the Japanese military leaders were now en-
couraged to move against the exposed European colonies in South
East Asia. The final argument was supplied by the United States,
intent after July 1941 on denying Japan the raw materials essential
for prosecution of the war against China.

But even after the decision was taken to strike at the United
States on 5 November 1941, Tokyo did not necessarily expect a
fight to the finish. Rather, it was hoped that Japan’s initial suc-
cesses, coupled with those of her ally Germany, would influence
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Washington to seek a compromise peace that would give her a
stable and secure sphere of influence in East and South Asia.
Washington, however, was dead set against any recognition of
something that might lead to Japanese hegemony in Asia, as is
shown by the State Department’s intransigence in the US-
Japanese negotiations of November 1941.

Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941 supplied the
United States with an immediate and unambiguous casus belli,
capable of capturing American popular imagination and harnes-
sing it to a war of revenge. But whatever the degree of US interest
in the promises and opportunities of the East, it was the future of
Europe, its wealth and its control over large tracts of the world,
that primarily preoccupied US strategists from 1939 onwards. At
the beginning of 1941 the American and British chiefs of staff had
agreed to fight the war on the basis of ‘Europe first’ (the plan
ABC-1), and this strategy was re-affirmed after Pearl Harbor
provoked war between Tokyo and Washington.

American imperialism’s determination to involve itself decis-
ively in the redrafting of the international political order has to be
considered as the third immediate cause of World War Two (the
other two being Germany’s and Japan’s thrusts beyond their
national borders). It reflected a deliberate policy of the Roosevelt
administration (challenged, it is true, by the so-called isolationists
as late as 1940 — but they never represented more than a provincial
splinter group in the US ruling class).?' This resolution was the
product of the wholescale transformation undergone by the US
economy after 1929. US imperialism had at its disposal tremen-
dous reserves of unemployed capital, productive capacity and
manpower. The attempt to mobilize them via the New Deal (i.e.
an orientation towards the internal market), while lifting economy
and society out of their worst crisis, was to a large extent a failure.
In 1938, there were again twelve million unemployed. The turn
towards the world market became imperative. Capital had to be
invested and lent abroad. Goods had to be sold abroad, to a
qualitatively larger extent than before 1929 or between 1933 and
1939 (as indeed they would be after 1945).22 But first the world had
to be made safe for such giant capital and commodity exports. That
was the material content of the formula: ‘making the world safe for
democracy’ and the meaning of the decisive and final break with
American isolationism. Gabriel and Joyce Kolko summarize the
situation and the intent of US imperialism admirably: “The deeply
etched memory of the decade-long depression of 1929 hung over all
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American plans for the post-war era. The war had ended the crisis
in American society, but the question remained whether peace
would restore it. . . . At the end of World War I1 the leadership of
the United States determined on a policy intended to prevent the
return of an economic and social crisis in American society — a
policy which explicitly demanded that they resolve America’s
dilemma in the world arena.’?

Roosevelt had to manoeuvre in a more cautious way than Hitler
or the Tokyo warlords, for inside the USA democracy still pre-
vailed. The American people could not be forced into the war; they
had to coaxed into it. The prospect was not very popular in the
USA (nor was it in any major country). Japan’s surprise attack at
Pearl Harbor made things easier for Roosevelt. But the intention to
intervene at virtually any cost was not his personal choice. It was
the American ruling class’s option, as deliberate as those of its
German or Japanese counterparts.

The attack on the Soviet Union did not come, as many had
expected, by the united efforts of world capitalism. The very
isolation of the Soviet Republic, and the internal convulsions
which it generated had given free rein to inter-imperialist
struggles, so that the opening of the Eastern Front primarily
derived from the desire of German imperialism to strengthen its
hand vis 2 vis its Western competitors. Within the USSR itself an
explosive contradiction appeared between the strengthening of the
USSR’s industrial and military infrastructure under the Five Year
Plan on the one hand, and the grave political crisis into which
Stalin’s purges and his reckless diplomatic game plunged the
country, on the other. The second process decapitated the Red
Army, disorganised the defences of the country, delivered Poland
and Europe to Hitler, and facilitated the Nazi attack on the USSR.
The first enabled the Soviet Union to survive in the end.

The Red Army's complete lack of readiness in 1941 was the
direct result of Stalin’s disastrous misunderstanding of the political
situation in Europe and of Hitler’s — i.e. German imperialism’s —
intentions in the coming war. Only a few years earlier Tukhach-
evsky, then First Deputy Commissar for Defence, had argued that
the French army would offer no active opposition to Germany and
that in any case the latter’s aggressive intentions lay in the East. In
contrast, Stalin was convinced that if the Soviet Union behaved
‘correctly’ Hitler would not attack: the Nazi-Soviet Pact of August

1939 appeared increasingly as a strategic orientation rather than a
tactical move.? The idea that Germany was a potential enemy was
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firmly suppressed at the important chiefs of staff war study con-
ference of December 1940, as was any notion of the possibility of
war in the near future. The training plans released after the con-
ference were therefore not the product of any in-depth study of the
state and needs of the army, nor did they form part of any coherent
war plan. The ‘State Frontier Defence Plan 1941°, which the
General Staff released in April 1941, and with which the Soviet
Union entered the war two months later, committed the Red Army
to defend the forward frontiers of the Soviet Union and paid
minimal attention to strategic defence.

Considering the wavering (to say the least) of the French and
British governments over military collaboration in the event of a
German aggression against Poland, the Soviet government had
every right to ensure its immediate safety in case of a German
conquest of that country. But the Hitler-Stalin pact contained a
secret protocol which, even before that conquest had commenced,
implemented a fourth partition of Poland. Therewith Stalin gave
the green light to Hitler’s aggression, temporarily saving the Third
Reich from the nightmare of a prolonged war on two fronts.
Russian historiography continues to deny this — by keeping silent
about the secret protocol of 27 August 1939. Likewise, it draws a
veil over Stalin’s formal opposition to the survival of any Polish
state. The consequences of this cynical realpolitik for the Polish
people’s attitude towards the USSR remain disastrous to this day.
It was certainly a concomitant cause of the unleashing of World
War I1.



3.

The Social Forces

World War II witnessed a conjunction of action by a broad
spectrum of nations, social classes, fractions of social classes,
political parties and narrower cliques (financial, industrial,
military and political) over the whole globe. Increasingly, its
course became determined by this interaction, which reached a
climax in the years 1943-45, when literally millions of men and
women were engaged in conflict across a geographical area from
France to Bengal, from Chad to Leningrad, from the Philippines
to Birmingham, from Detroit to Bosnia, from the North Man-
churian plain to Egypt, from Avellaneda to Milan. Never before
had so many people, on all continents, participated directly or
indirectly in political and armed combat. The contradictory nature
of contemporary capitalism was expressed in the fact that the war at
one and the same time saw centralized, progressively brutal control
by military hierarchies over millions of soldiers, whilst other
millions rose and intervened in it outside the control of any esta-
blished hierarchy. The contradiction, was visible, moreover, from
the very start of the conflict.

The great powers succeeded in surmounting all the major
obstacles on the road to war; the progress of counter-revolution
was marked by their successive removal. The lights of civilization
seemed to go out one by one - in Europe, in Asia, in the USSR.
Barbarism seemed on the move everywhere. The years 1940, 1941
and 1942 were the blackest of our epoch. Victor Serge gave one of
his novels the apt title: Midnight in the Century.
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But what the powers were unable to do was to whip up enthu-
siasm for the slaughter. In sharp contrast to August 1914, no trains
or convoys of soldiers in these years went to the front bedecked
with flowers and followed by cheering crowds. War-weariness was
present from the beginning. Hitler received his first shock neither
at the airports of The Hague nor from the Brest Litovsk Red Army
Cadets, nor even at the gates of Moscow. He got it on 27 September
1938 when, after his speech at the Sports Palace announcing his
ultimatum on Czechoslovakia, he waited avidly at the window of
the Reichskanzlerei for cheering crowds to wave at the crack
division he ordered to parade for that purpose through the streets
of Berlin: the crowd never cheered.' Granted, people were
resigned to the war, accepting it as a fatality they could not prevent.
But passive resignation was a far cry from enthusiastic support.
And that was something largely absent from any country at the
war’s outset.

The situation gradually changed in the later phases of the war, in
a manner which differed widely from country to country. In
Britain, a combination of fear of German invasion, traditional
nationalism and class hatred of fascism rallied the overwhelming
majority of the working class behind the National Government
headed by the arch-reactionary Churchill.? In consequence, the
prosecution of the war became linked after May 1940 with a
wide-ranging programme of social reform, which a significant
section of the middle class — critical of the high conservatism of the
Tory leadership in the inter-war period — could and did endorse.
The British war effort, despite its dependence on the USA, com-
manded a degree of national unity exceptional among the Allies.
Churchill, as head of a government which actively incorporated the
reformist Labour party, was therefore able to get away with
inroads on British workers’ standard of living which Hitler did not
initially dare to impose upon the German working class. Obsessed
by his memories of hunger revolts and workers’ insurgency at the
end of World War I, Hitler was ready to sacrifice even some war
industry priorities to ensure a regular minimum diet to German
workers at the start of the conflict.’

After Pearl Harbor, acceptance of the war as one of revenge
against the Axis powers — with accompanying chauvinistic and
racist overtones directed especially against the Japanese — also
became widespread in the USA, though the war there never
enjoyed popular support of the kind witnessed in Britain. After all,
its theatres were very far removed from the North American
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continent. Indeed, the unwillingness of the US leadership to send
sufficient troops to fight the Japanese in Asia — because it would
have meant escalation of casualties — was crucially important in
determining American war policy towards the USSR and China.
Throughout the war, class tensions grew more in the USA than in
Britain.* Moreover, they were increasingly combined with racial
tensions, as the influx of black people into the great industrial
centres of the Mid-West and the East accelerated, and as the new
workers started to react against the generally racist atmosphere
prevalent throughout the industrial establishment and in the
neighbourhoods. Workers in the United States were more prone to
rebel against no-strike pledges than in Britain. Similarly, officers’
control over soldiers was more readily questioned in the US forces
than in any other regular army. War weariness, which spread only
gradually in Britain in the last two years of the war, by contrast
erupted on a large scale in the US services, with soldiers’ strikes
and mutinies in 1945 expressing the men’s desire to return home as
soon as the war was over in Europe and the Far East.

While the situation in the USSR was far more complex — and is
still an object of debate among historians — a similar pattern
emerges there too. Despite identifying with the Revolution — a
phenomenon much more widespread in 1939-41 than today — the
mass of the Soviet people was hostile to Stalin’s dictatorship. In
certain areas like the Baltic republics and the Ukraine, where
national oppression had been combined with the large-scale terror
and famine of the collectivization period, hostility to Stalin among
large sectors of the peasantry, the professional classes and layers of
the working class had turned into outright hatred — and was inten-
sified by the experience of being abandoned to the German
invaders in 1941. Yet whatever potential this might have created
for a significant degree of collaboration between invaders and local
population was soon negated by the monstrous crimes perpetrated
by the Nazi occupation forces. The systematic destruction of the
infrastructure of civic life; the mass enslavement of tens of millions
of people under inhuman conditions; execution and maltreatment
on a scale in excess of anything Stalin and his supporters had
conducted — these soon turned the tide. The Soviet masses —in the
first place the working class and the soldiers of the Red Army, but
by no means them alone — displayed the indomitable resolve in
resistance of which the defence of Leningrad, in many ways even
more than Stalingrad, became a symbol.*

No amount of exhortation by the state, party or military leader-
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ship would have succeeded without this determination of the
Soviet masses to fight and win the war. Tested to the utmost, the
achievements of October now revealed their historic superiority
amidst the death and violence of war. The offensives of the Red
Army found a vital complement in the partisan movement emerg-
ing behind German lines, which in Hitler’s own words created an
intolerable situation. Its strength was rooted in the same obstinate
will to fight to the death against Nazi terror that would also be
encountered in the heroic combatants of the Warsaw ghetto. Hitler
became a victim of his own demented myth of racial superiority.
His Ostpolitik never foresaw that ‘inferior races’ such as Slavs or
Jews could fight with greater energy, courage, intelligence and
dedication than the Herrenvolk. The inhabitants of Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union — who were supposed to be expelled, exter-
minated or turned into slave labour in the forging of the new
German Empire — chose instead to resist at any cost. They rose in
their millions, forced dozens of German divisions to withdraw
from the front, and by their admirable struggle became one of the
key factors which tipped the scales against German imperialist
plans.®

Under the military push of German revanchism the rotten foun-
dations of the bourgeois order created in large parts of Europe at
the end of World War One gave way. Its successor grew out of
actions from below, as workers and poor peasants formed alliances
for the goals of national liberation and radical social reform: goals
which the local bourgeoisies and landowning classes were neither
able nor willing to endorse. The ruling strata waited for the Allied
armies to defeat the Nazis and restore them to power, in the
meantime actively collaborating with, or showing passivity in the
face of, the invading troops. But the bulk of the population of the
occupied countries chose instead to fight — and thus to take an
active part in the reshaping of Europe after the war. As the anti-
fascist resistance grew in strength, so did the propensity of the local
ruling class for collaboration with the Nazis. By 1943 the social
rather than the national divide became permanent and the war
acquired a revolutionary dynamic directed not only against the
return of the old order but also against any more reform of it.

The case of Yugoslavia demonstrates this most clearly. The
monarchy, the bourgeois establishment, the regular army all col-
lapsed miserably within weeks if not days of the invasion. What
awaited the populaticn was heralded by the large-scale bombing of
the open city of Belgrade, even before the war was officially
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declared. This was a measure — and many others were to follow,
starting with the effacement of the country from the map of Europe
—designed to punish and intimidate the population for its ‘crime’ of
opposing Yugoslavia’s adherence to the Axis. But the reaction was
totally unforeseen. The Yugoslav masses rose in their thousands to
resist the occupying armies and their domestic collaborators. What
began as a war of national liberation soon acquired the character of
a social revolution, whose unfolding would be ensured by the
creation of a partisan army numbering some half a million men and
women by the end of 1945. Seven successive concentrated offen-
sives by one of the most powerful armies in the world could not
break that resistance.

Initially, the resistance in Greece was also a spontaneous
reaction to fascist occupation. The organized form it soon took —
the National Liberation Front (EAM)), initiated but not controlled
by the Greek Communist Party — was politically more broadly
based than in Yugoslavia, and for much of the war numerically
larger. Its original aim was a radical reform of the Greek political
order (including abolition of the pro-fascist monarchy). But as the
struggle developed, EAM shifted steadily to the left. As in Yugo-
slavia, this resulted in a sharp social polarization which the Greek
CP, consciously reformist and largely obedient to Soviet diktat,
refused to recognize and confront. The decision not to resist by
force of arms — until it was too late — the British expeditionary
forces sent (with US backing) to restore the prewar order, and the
belief, founded on nothing but faith, that the Allies would respect
the democratic rights of the Greek people, meant that the massive
and heroic struggle of hundreds of thousands of Greek workers and
peasants organised into the People’s Liberation Army (ELAS)
would be crushed by the white terror unleashed against them by
the Western Allies.

A similar radical ferment from below was to be found, in varying
degrees, not only in the occupied countries but also in those which
had joined the war on Germany’s side. Italy, the first Axis power to
surrender to the Allies, provided a notable example of the energy
with which the masses threw themselves into the struggle to
destroy the fascist state and of Allied determination to resist any
revolutionary impulse.

What the Allies feared above all else was the spectacular growth
of resistance in the North, still under German occupation, where
the main industrial centres of the country were located.” The
reconstitution of the labour movement from the end of 1943 on led
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to a whole series of strikes in northern cities, involving some one
million workers and lasting, in the case of Turin, for eight days. As
in Austria between 1934 and 1938, the success of this working-class
militancy proved that when the class regains self-confidence and a
medium-term political perspective, it is quite capable of organizing
illegally on a mass scale.

Would a development similar to those which occurred in
occupied Southern Europe and Italy — large-scale uprisings under
left-wing leadership — have been possible in Germany itself, if
massive terror had not decimated an important part of the sur-
viving cadre of the German labour movement after the 20 July
1944 attempt on Hitler’s life, and if heavy bombing had not
destroyed much of the tissue of industrial civil society in the second
part of that year?® There is every reason to believe that this would
indeed have been the case. After all, the German workers had
retained an elementary class consciousness on economic issues at
least throughout the war. The SS secret intelligence reports
quoted in note 4 below (Meldungen aus dem Reich) record frequent
working-class protests whenever wage-cuts occurred. When Goeb-
bels’s ‘total war’ mobilization of 1943 led to widespread replace-
ment of male by female labour in industry, the employers used the
occasion to cut wages by twenty per cent: both men and women
protested vigorously. According to Ludolf Herbst: ‘“Towards the
end of 1943, class-specific differentiation appeared inside the
population. It became clear that the upper and middle classes put
their hopes especially in the Americans and the British, while the
workers had at least less fear of the Soviets.”

The extent of resistance to the Nazis in Germany itself has been
systematically underestimated by virtually every historian. Yet
between February 1933 and September 1939, 225,000 men and
women were condemned by Nazi courts for political reasons. To
this figure we must add those imprisoned without trial in con-
centration camps, who on a given day — 10 April 1939 — were
estimated by a secret Gestapo report to outnumber political
convicts by fifty per cent: 162,734 as against 112,432. There werea
further 27,369 prisoners who had been officially charged with
political crimes but not yet convicted.' So it would not seem
exaggerated to estimate the number of Germans arrested as poli-
tical opponents by the Nazis from the day they took power until the
start of the war as between 400,000 and 600,000 (depending on the
turnover of concentration camp inmates). During the war itself,
the figures increased. By the spring of 1943 the concentration
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camps held some 200,000 Germans, many of them dying. Between
1 January and 30 June 1944 alone (and thus prior to the massive
terror unleashed as a result of the attempt on Hitler’s life) nearly
30,000 Germans were arrested for political reasons, plus a further
6,000 for political reasons classified as ‘criminal’.'' (These figures
do not include foreigners — deportee workers, ‘free’ foreign
workers, slave labourers, prisoners of war, etc. — also arrested for
political reasons, whose number is twice the figure for German
nationals: in total, more than 100,000 prisoners were arrested
during that half year in Germany as opponents of the Third
Reich.) According to an American estimate, in toto 1,663,550
people were imprisoned in concentration camps in Germany
during the time of the Third Reich, roughly one million of whom
were German nationals. '?

It was a fear of Germany going revolutionary, as much as the
growing power of the Soviet Union in Europe, which stimulated
the desire of the Western Allies to have their troops in France and
Germany at the time of the latter’s military collapse. As in the case
of Greece, Italy and Yugoslavia, so also in the case of Germany, the
Soviet Union’s influence over the Communist Parties was seen asa
potential bulwark against the ‘anarchy’ — indeed ‘Communism’ —
lurking behind the power of the resistance movements, which
emerged in full strength in March 1943.

In that month, following a conversation between the American
and British leaders on the subject of the left in Europe, Harry
Hopkins (Roosevelt’s closest adviser) wrote in his memo: ‘I said
that I thought there was no understanding between Great Britain,
Russia and ourselves as to which armies would be where and what
kind of administration should be developed {in the occupied areas].
I said that unless we acted promptly and surely, I believed one of
two things would happen - either Germany will go Communist or
an out and out anarchic state would set in; that, indeed, the same
kind of thing might happen in any of the countries in Europe and
Italy as well. . . . It will obviously, be a much simpler matter [i.e.
simpler than a formal agreement with the Russians] if the British
and American armies are heavily in France and Germany at the
time of collapse, but we should work out a plan (with the British
and the Russians) in case Germany collapses before we get to
France.”®®

Stalin too considered Western Allied occupation a weapon
against ‘anarchy’, as emerges from Eden’s report to Churchill of his
conversations with him in March 1943. Stalin, Eden noted, also
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desired a Second Front in Europe for political reasons, since: ‘If
Germany collapsed, he had no desire to take full responsibility for
what would happen in Germany or the rest of Europe, and he
believed it was a fixed matter of Russian foreign policy to have both
British and United States troops heavily in Europe when the
collapse came. Eden expressed this purely as his private opinion
and said that he was sure that in Russia a different view was held in
some quarters but, nevertheless, he thought he had stated Stalin’s
positions.’"*

A fusion of social and anti-imperialist struggle — this time
directed as much against invading armies as against West European
colonial powers — emerged as a dominant trend in the wartime
politics of Asia as well, especially in China and in the South East.
Here too uncontrollable and unpredictable social forces increas-
ingly came to upset imperialist calculations for the region.

Key to the future of Asia was the growing resistance to the
Japanese onslaught of millions of poor peasants, uprooted villagers
and starved city inhabitants in North and Central China.' The
Japanese Imperial Army occupied the Chinese ports, controlled all
railway centres, took over most of the big cities, installed a stable
administration in the occupied areas and cowed the Chiang Kai-
Shek regime into passive acceptance of Tokyo’s rule over a large
part of the country. To all intents and purposes, the war should
have been over. That is certainly what the Army High Command
and the government in Tokyo eagerly expected to happen, month
after month, year after year. But the war did not fade away with
Chiang’s armies. On the contrary. Intolerable exploitation and
humiliations at the hands of foreign imperialists had roused the
‘sleeping giant’ of Asia: the Chinese people. Spontaneous resis-
tance developed, and the brutal Japanese response only succeeded
in transforming it into a vast guerrilla army.'® Leadership of this
resurgence was not forthcoming from the Chinese bourgeoisie,
which increasingly feared it. Instead, the Communist Party of
China became the leader of the national struggle for survival.

Chiang and his cohorts viewed the mushrooming strength of this
Communist-led alliance with growing concern. The Japanese, by
comparison, were seen as a secondary problem, which V{ould in
any case be solved by an American military victory. For its part,
the United States found itself spending vast sums of money on an
ally which had no intention of fighting but was at the same time —
from the standpoint of longer-term American interests in China -
increasingly difficult to replace by a suitable right-wing altern-



The Meaning of the Second World War 43

ative. The US policy in China thus stumbled over the same basic
contradiction faced by the British in the Balkans, brought about by
an increased intertwining of national-liberation and class wars.
The more the masses organized, the more the pressure for revo-
lutionary change grew and the less, in consequence, was the ruling
class prepared to fight the invaders. The Kuomintang forces were
instead kept in reserve for the final test of strength with the
People’s Liberation Army. On the other hand, the less Chiang
fought the Japanese, the more the PLA became the centre of the
national liberation struggle and the more the tide turned in favour
of revolution. ”

Such an acceleration of social and political contradictions by the
war was not limited to China. Similar reactions and upheavals,
completely unforeseen by Washington, London or Vichy (later
Paris), occurred among the populations who had previously
endured the inhuman conditions imposed by Western imperial-
ism. In the Philippines, the hostilities of World War II became
interlocked with a civil war dating back to the 1930s. The resis-
tance to Japanese occupation, primarily Communist-led, grew to a
100,000-strong force controlling large sections of the archipelago.
The return of American troops signalled the start of a counter-
revolution, since when the civil war has continued with uneven
tempo right up to the present day.'®

Whereas the Filipino masses by and large fought the Japanese
armies, those of Indonesia, for centuries exploited and crushed by
Dutch imperialism, greeting the invading troops in 1942 as liber-
ators — to the surprise of many, including the Japanese themselves.
An anti-imperialist mobilization began which, in the years that
followed Japan's defeat, was (with tacit US support) to end the
Dutch empire. Meanwhile the Indochinese resistance movement
fought obstinately against all the various post-war projects of
colonial ‘normalization’ attempted, in combination with the native
ruling class, by British, Chinese Nationalist, French and, much
later, American forces. For the Indochinese people, the war did
not end in 1945 but continued until the middle of the 1970s: their
struggle, lasting nearly thirty-five years, conducted against Japan,
France and the United States in succession, is without parallel in
contemporary history. Given its relative isolation, the tremendous
sacrifices it imposed on the population and the material and human
destruction it entailed, the outcome of their heroic fight has been
more painful for these courageous people (calamitous in Kam-
puchea) than one had expected or wished for. The vicious policy of
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economic and political blockade orchestrated against Vietnam in
particular since 1975 by the United States has done much to sour
the fruits of victory. Yet the stubborn and magnificent struggle of
the Vietnamese masses continues to stand as a monument to the
strength of popular aspirations and military resistance, capable of
rudely upsetting imperial arrogance and conceit. In Vietnam as in
China, the tempestuous intrusion of class war into inter-imperialist
conflict was confirmed as a trans-continental phenomenon in
WWII.

In India, too, resistance by the masses to the British colonial
presence persisted throughout the war, despite all the blandish-
ments of ‘anti-fascist’ ideology eagerly employed against the auto-
nomous mass struggles by the British Labour Party and the Com-
munist Party of India (a party notable, unlike that of China or
Vietnam, for its slavish obedience to Moscow). Outside the
Japanese war-zone the war likewise gave a powerful impetus to
anti-imperialist sentiments and organized resistance, for instance,
among growing sectors of the Arab masses, especially in Egypt and
Algeria. On 8 May 1945, there were huge demonstrations in Setif
in favour of Algerian independence. A massacre by the colonial
army followed: according to nationalist sources, the repression
cost some 40,000 dead. The French Communist Party, fully
engaged in its class collaborationist honeymoon, with Maurice
Thorez serving as vice-president in De Gaulle’s cabinet, behaved
scandalously, going to the lengths of covering up for the repression
by calling the Algerian nationalist leadership Nazis! Colonial re-
pression of a similar kind was launched by the De Gaulle-Thorez-
Ramadier government against the Syrian and Lebanese national
movements in the May-June 1945 period. Although the French
and British imperialists were temporarily successful in reimposing
their rule, the political radicalization of the urban petty bourgeoisie
(in Egypt, the young officers) was to lead a decade later to the
phenomenon of Nasserism, and to the burgeoning of the Algerian
revolution. )

Imperialist bourgeoisies; bourgeoisies in independent, colonial
and semi-colonial countries; professional classes and the intel-
ligentsia; urban and rural petty bourgeoisies; the working class;
the landowning class; poor and dispossessed peasantry — all these
major and minor classes and fractions of classes, organized by
states and armies, parties, professional organizations and move-
ments, entered voluntarily or under compulsion into the cataclysm
of a war that began as an inter-imperialist struggle for world power.
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Given the participation of this multitude of mutually antagonistic
social forces, how are we to characterize the Second World War?

By the end of 1945 the war had become not only a transcon-
tinental but also a multifarious affair involving: revolutionary class
struggle from below; revolution from above; national liberation
movements under bourgeois and working-class leaderships;
reform of the old order; and violent counter-revolution. The exact
outcome in each instance depended on the strength and maturity of
the class leaderships, the degree of importance the victors attached
to a given area or country, and their ability to impose a political
settlement.

Bearing this in mind, the overall character of the Second World
War must be grasped as a combination of five different conflicts:

1. An inter-imperialist war fought for world hegemony and won
by the United States (though its rule would be territorially trun-
cated by the extension of the non-capitalist sector in Europe and
Asia).

2. A just war of self-defence by the Soviet Union against an
imperialist attempt to colonize the country and destroy the
achievements of the 1917 Revolution.

3. A just war of the Chinese people against imperialism which
would develop into a socialist revolution.

4. A just war of Asian colonial peoples against the various
military powers and for national liberation and sovereignty, which
in some cases (e.g. Indochina) spilled over into socialist revo-
lution.

5. A just war of national liberation fought by populations of the
occupied countries of Europe, which would grow into socialist
revolution (Yugoslavia and Albania) or open civil war (Greece,
North Italy). In the European East, the old order collapsed under
the dual, uneven pressure of popular aspirations and Soviet
military-bureaucratic action, whereas in the West and South bour-
geois order was restored — often against the wishes of the masses —
by Western Allied troops.

By ‘just wars’ are meant wars which should have been fought, and
which revolutionaries supported then as they do now. This cate-
gorization avoids the political ambiguity of the formula according
to which the forces active in the war are divided into ‘fascist’ or
‘anti-fascist’, the division being based on the notion that — because
of their specific nature —the German, Italian and Japanese forms of
imperialism should have been fought in alliance with the ruling
classes of Britain, the United States, France, etc. The politics of
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‘anti-fascist alliance’, whatever the semantic meaning of the words
involved, amounts in reality to systematic class collaboration: the
political parties, and especially the Communist parties which
maintained that the Western imperialist states were waging a just
war against Nazism, ended by forming coalition governments after
1945 wherein they actively participated in the reconstruction of the
bourgeois state and the capitalist economy. In addition, this
incorrect understanding of the character of Western states’ inter-
vention in the war led to a systematic betrayal of the colonial
populations’ anti-imperialist struggles, not to speak of the counter-
revolution in Greece.



4.

Resources

World wars result from imperialism’s general tendency towards
aggressive expansionism. But they also have a more specific cause.
They result from the operation of the law of uneven development,
that is, from the contradiction between the tendency of the
industrial-financial balance of imperialist forces to undergo
periodic modification (through the upsurge of specific bourgeois
classes previously retarded in their development) and the tendency
for the division of the world into spheres of influence to remain
frozen for a longer period. This last division is reflected in military-
naval build-up, in international alliances and preferential trade,
custom and monetary systems which change much more slowly
than the industrial-financial relationship of forces in and of them-
selves.

Hillman estimates the share in percentage terms of the different
great powers in worldwide manufacturing output on the eve of the
Second World War as follows. '

1937 1938
USA 35.1 28.7*
USSR 14.1 17.6
Great Britain 9.4 9.2
France 4.5 4.5
Germany 11.4 13.2
Italy 2.7 29
Japan 3.5 3.8

®(This decline in percentage is due to the economic crisis which broke out
in 1938.)
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He calculates the participation of these powers in what he calls
the ‘potential of world armaments economy’ in 1937,

USA 41.7
USSR 14.0
Great Britain 10.2
France 4.2
Germany 14.4
Italy 2.5
Japan 3.5

If one compares these percentages with the map of the world, the
incongruity is striking. In the final anlysis it is the industrial-
financial balance of forces, in conjunction with the weight of
political-social factors, which decides the outcome of any conflict
for a redivision of the world into colonial empires and/or im-
perialist spheres of influence. Wars are precisely a mechanism for
adjusting or adapting the military and political balance of forces to
the new industrial-financial one, through the victory (or partial
victory) of some, and the defeat (or partial defeat) of other,
powers.

It must be established from the outset that what is relevant in the
calculation of the various powers’ economic resources is not only
their industry’s productive capacities and available manpower (the
number of men and women capable of being pressed into produc-
tion) in a purely quantitative sense. We use the expression
‘industrial-financial strength’ rather than ‘industrial strength’
because it is important, in particular, to include the gold and
currency reserves through which national resources can be sup-
plemented with those imported from foreign countries. The ex-
pression therefore implies a degree of ‘soundness’ of the national
currency, i.e. its convertibility into gold or ‘solid’ foreign cur-
rencies. It also involves the physical capacity to transport gogds
bought in other countries to a place desired by a given warring
power.?

At the same time, the formula ‘industrial-financial strength’
includes the degree of training, skill and culture of a given work-
force. Together with gold and currency holdings, this is one of the
key reserve funds of a contemporary industrial power, and cannot
be bombed out of existence — as Germany, Britain and the USA
successively discovered, to their dismay. It is as hard to destroy a
great country’s skilled manpower as it is to destroy gold. It can only
be eliminated as a source of the competitor’s strength through
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sheer physical destruction or direct seizure.

As to vital raw materials, again, it is important to distinguish
between those that can be found or produced on the territory
controlled by a given power and those which that power is able to
buy or otherwise physically integrate into its own industrial pro-
duction. Germany was poor in output, and access to such vital raw
materials as oil, rubber, iron ore, aluminium, nickel and several
rare metals necessary for the production of key alloys in weapon
production. But in and of itself this dearth did not limit her
industrial potential, even in arms output, for the duration of the
war, contrary to what many strategists both in the West and the
USSR believed.

In the first place, the German military-industrial establishment
had embarked systematically on a huge programme of stockpiling
vital raw materials before the start of the war. Indeed, this had
become one of the essential aspects of war preparations.® Once war
had begun, and after the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact,
important additions came from, or via, the Soviet Union itself.* In
the second place, the same establishment had systematically organ-
ized the substitution of chemical raw materials (above all synthetic
rubber and oil), generally drawn from coal, for natural ones, which
it knew it would lack in case of a prolonged war. These prepar-
ations were quite successful, although they made the resources
vulnerable to concentrated aerial attack. In the third place,
military conquest and long-term occupation of specific territories
gave the German war machine access to riches it could neither
produce nor afford to buy. To mention one example: by occupying
France, Germany acquired a stock of natural gasoline larger than
the whole annual production of synthetic oil in German factories.
The German High Command, and Hitler personally, were abso-
lutely obsessed with this aspect of direct physical plunder, and on
several occasions modified basic military priorities in line with that
objective.® In the fourth place, military strength enabled Germany
to blackmail neutral powers into ‘selling’ raw materials either
against increasingly valueless paper currency or by exchange in the
form of barter. The outstanding example of this was Swedish iron
ore, but Turkish chrome and Portuguese wolfram also featured.®
Henri Michel has summarised Sweden’s collaboration with the
Third Reich thus: ‘From 1940 onwards, and thoughout the war,
Sweden supplied Germany with virtually all the iron-ore that it did
not process itself, or some 9 million tons a year. After initial
objections, it allowed the Wehrmacht to dispatch or withdraw
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troops and equipment across its territory by rail, or through its
coastal waters. Between July and December 1940, 130,000 moved
across Sweden in this fashion, in both directions, and more than
500 waggons. By the time that a whole German division, with guns
and baggage, travelled through Sweden to the Finnish lines against
the Soviet Union in June 1941, Swedish neutrality was scarcely
more than a fiction, as Nazi aircraft flew freely through its air-
space. Yet Sweden did draw a line it was determined not to cross: it
refused to sign a political treaty with Germany, and rejected
German proposals to integrate it not merely de facto but formally
too, into the economic order of Nazi-dominated Europe. ‘Sweden
enjoyed benefits from its policy that were far from negligible: it
was allowed to buy German coal three times more cheaply than
Switzerland ; and if it suffered economic losses to the Third Reich,
as did the rest of Europe, in its case these were quite mild.”

By means of conquest Germany imposed the same ‘clearing
system’ on large factory owners in France, Belgium, Holland,
Denmark, Norway and later Italy, where factories worked full-
time for the German war industry, while the occupied countries
received less and less ‘real value’ in exchange for their deliveries.?
In Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and Poland, industrial plant was in
most cases directly appropriated, as it was in the occupied terri-
tories of the Soviet Union.

As for Japan, the 1941-2 offensive had the single important goal
of reaching Indonesian oil and bauxite, Malaysian rubber and tin,
and Indochinese, Thai and Burmese rice, so as to create the large
and stable pool of raw-material resources required for a long war
against China, the USA and Britain. Thereafter, the transpor-
tation of these materials to the homeland, hence the need to keep
the sea-lanes between Singapore and Yokohama/Kobe open,
became the key medium-term military objective of Japanese
imperialism. )

Whilst all these considerations have to be taken into account in
judging the overall industrial-financial balance of forces, it is
nevertheless the basic productive capacity of a country — its
industry, agriculture and transport — which remains the surest
index of economic power. And here the laws of reproduction come
into their own. There is no way in which tanks can be produced
with guns, or airplanes with ammunition dumps. To produce
tanks and airplanes you need machine-tools, steel and aluminium;
and to produce these you need other machine-tools, iron ore, coke,
bauxite, oil or coal. Once you are forced - in the final analysis
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through lack of sufficient overall industrial capacity and/or raw
materials - to produce less machine-tools, less steel or less coal, you
will inevitably end up producing fewer and fewer guns and air-
planes.

The iron rules of reproduction do not apply only to the realm of
the means of production. They also apply to the field of consumer
goods. Wage goods are material preconditions for reproducing
human labour power, i.e. they are indirect means of production.
Without a normal calorie input, labour’s output of tanks, guns and
airplanes steadily declines. Goering’s formula of ‘guns instead of
butter’ makes sense only in the short run. In the long run, you
cannot produce enough guns without enough butter. Without a
given (and steadily increasing) overall productive capacity, any
industrial power embarking upon large-scale war production will
end up by cutting civilian production, which will in turn curtail the
material basis for any further expansion of war production itself.

Attempts by academic science to determine more precisely the
concept of ‘war potential’ generally suffer from an insufficient
understanding of this dynamic of the laws of reproduction.
Nicholas Kaldor, for example, writes: ‘The war potential of any
country must be determined by at least one of the following four
factors: the capital equipment of its industry, its available man-
power, its supply of raw materials, and finally, the ability and skill
of its industrial organisers, engineers and technicians . . . the
ultimate limits to a country’s war potential are set simply by the
quantity and skill of its manpower, and by the richness of ores and
minerals of the areas under its control or with which it is trading.”
Milward’s formulae suffer from the same weakness. He produces a
formula according to which war potential isequaltop +r +S +¢e*
— f, in which p represents the Gross National Product, r the
reserve of the economy, S savings from a reduction of replacement
investments compared to the peacetime ones, e* and f reduced
efficiency as a result of less competent administration. The reduc-
tion in productivity of labour is not even considered, and the
precise proportions in which the GNP has to be divided in order to
make expansion of war production possible in a given timespan are
not taken into account.'®

The problem of the manpower needed both for a monstrous
growth in the armed forces, and for the industry capable of sup-
plying them with a steady flow of more and more sophisticated
weapons, became a growing source of crisis and a subject of agoniz-
ing choices for all major powers during WWII — with the exception
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of the USA. (And even in that country, partly due to the massive
influx of Southern black sharecroppers into the industrial cities of
the North, it caused deep and lasting upheavals in the social
structure.) Between May 1939 and September 1944, the male and
female labour force engaged in the German economy declined
from 39 to 28 million, with women accounting for more than fifty
per cent of the final total. Simultaneously, the number of foreign
labourers and prisoners engaged in the economy rose from 300,000
to 7.5 million. Thus the Nazis, who had proclaimed their wish to
‘cleanse’ Germany of ‘lower races’, imported ten times more so-
called Untermenschen than the number of Jews and Gypsies they
killed outright or in the concentration camps: economic necessities
superseded racist obsession with implacable logic.

The balance-sheet of the interplay of all enumerated material
and human resources (including the so-called social and moral
ones) required to conduct a long war is summarized in the fol-
lowing figures produced by the German author Dieter Petzina:*'

Arms Production in Billions of 1944 Dollars

1939 1940 1941 1942
Germany 3.4 6.0 6.0 13.8
Britain 1.0 3.5 6.5 11.1
USSR 3.3 5.0 8.5 13.9
USA 0.6 1.5 4.5 37.5
Japan 0.6 2.0 3.4 4.5

These figures are in part misleading. They leave out the direct
French and Italian contributions to the German war industry (the
indirect contributions are included in Germany's output figures).
They abstract from the differential quality of weapons. In parti-
cular, they underestimate the industrial advance of the USA,
which shifted into top gear in 1944 (the 1944 figure would be at
least double those of Germany, France and Japan put together).
They obscure the decline of Soviet arms production in the second
half of 1941.'2 But they do reflect the basic relationship of forces in
unambiguous fashion. In this light it can be seen that there was no
way in which Germany and Japan could have beaten the US-led
alliance either in mechanical warfare or in the wherewithal to
conduct such warfare.

Some additional conclusions can be deduced. Germany’s
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advance in rearmament at the start of the Second World War is
graphically recorded in the 1939-40 figure, as is the US’s delay in
converting to a war economy. Britain’s tremendous productive
effort after Dunkirk is likewise strikingly portrayed; she actually
surpassed German arms production in 1941. And the enormous
German effort to catch up with the rapidly expanding output of its
enemies yielded better results than are generally assumed. But
what is especially striking is the enormous increase in Soviet war
production between 1941 and 1943 (the 1944 figures are even
higher) — in spite of the Nazis’ capture of more than forty per cent
of Soviet industrial resources through the occupation of Belo-
russia, the Ukraine, the Donetz basin, as well as the destruction of
the factories of Leningrad and Stalingrad. So although overall
Soviet industrial output fell dramatically in the summer and
autumn of 1941, reaching its lowest point that December, it picked
up with a rapidity no foreign observer thought possible, demon-
strating the economic and social superiority of a planned economy.
This amazing resilience was due to four basic factors: the sys-
tematic development of the industrial base in the Urals and other
eastern regions during the second and third Five-Year Plans (by
June 1941, 39% of Soviet steel, 35% of its coal and 25% of its
electricity came from the East); the successful attempt in the last
two months of 1941 to dismantle industrial plant in the Western
USSR and transport it further east, involving some 1,360 large
factories; the building of 2,250 new factories in the eastern part of
the country in 1942-4; and the tremendous individual commitment
of the Soviet working class and peasant women to keep production
going under terrible, sometimes inhuman, conditions of depriv-
ation and destruction. "*

By 1942, the balance of material resources had already shifted
decisively against Germany and Japan, America’s entry being
the crucial factor though by no means the only one. By mid-1944
Germany’s and Japan’s material and human resources were
severely depleted. In Japan, reproduction contracted to the point
where functioning machinery was converted into scrap metal for
arms production. In Germany, key sectors of the war economy
were paralysed by bottlenecks due to shortages, affecting in par-
ticular the production of synthetic oil production (at a time when
Romania’s oilfields were no longer available) and of ball-
bearings. ' In addition, it became increasingly impossible to main-
tain the existing level of armed forces and industrial manpower.
The influx of prisoners and slave labour dried up with successive



54

military defeats and the loss of occupied territories. The pathetic
effort of the Volkssturm, i.e. the conscription of young boys and old
pensioners, indicates the absolute decline in human resources
available to German imperialism. From this moment on, the Axis
war effort no longer had a material basis to sustain it. It was no
longer a question of avoiding defeat: it was only a question of how
long the agony would last.



5.

Strategy

The question of strategy in the Second World War has to be
viewed in the light of Clausewitz’s famous dictum, often quoted
but equally often misunderstood: war is a continuation of politics
by other means. The point lies in the term continuation. In a war,
specifically military means are used to advance a given political
(more precisely socio-political, economic-political and class-
political) goal. It follows that the subsequent peace settlement
should be measured not so much against the damage or defeat
inflicted upon the enemy, but against the extent to which the
political goal is realized.

General David Fraser’s more detailed definition of strategy is
therefore quite useful: “The art of strategy is to determine the aim
which is, or should be, inherently political ; to derive from that aim
a series of military objectives to be achieved; to assess these objec-
tives as to the military requirements they create, and the pre-
conditions which the achievements of each is likely to necessitate;
to measure available and potential resources against the require-
ments; and to chart from this process a coherent pattern of priori-
ties and a rational course of action.”

But while this definition is useful inasmuch as it concentrates on
the need to determine priorities in the light of available or potential
resources, in order to achieve a central political goal (i.e. it sets out
the dialectical relationship between politics and war correctly), it is
nevertheless crucially flawed since it neglects the decisive deter-
minants and constraints governing the choice of priorities and,
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with it, the use of available resources: the class nature of the state
which wages the war and hence the class interests which ultimately
shape military and geopolitical considerations. The freedom of
choice of a given national ruling class is decisively limited by the
social and material correlation of forces.

Regarding the social correlation of forces, Franz Mehring,
writing at the start of WW1, added new insights to the Clausewitz
formula: ‘War is an explosion (Entladung) of historical contra-
dictions which have sharpened to the point where no other means
are available for their solution since there are no judges in a class
society who can decide by juridical or moral means those conflicts
which will be solved by weapons in war. War is therefore a political
phenomenon, and not a juridical, moral or even a penal one. War is
not conducted in order to punish an enemy for supposed or real
sins, but in order to break his resistance to the pursuit of one’s own
interests. War is not a thing in itself, possessing its own goal: it isan
organic part of a policy to whose presuppositions it remains
attached and to whose needs it has to adapt its own successes.
There has been much debate on whether it is foreign policy which
determines internal policy or vice versa. But whatever one’s
opinion on this subject, the two are indissolubly tied to each other:
one cannot act in the one field without provoking a reaction in the
other. It is possible to misunderstand this inter-relation, but such
miscomprehension does not eliminate it. One may try to suspend
class and party struggles during a war, gladly or reluctantly, deli-
berately or under compulsion, but whatever one does, these strug-
gles will continue, albeit latently. For under the influence of war,
the correlation of forces between different classes and parties is
considerably modified.”

Lenin accepted Mehring’s interpretation of Clausewitz and,
characteristically, gave it greater precision. The First World War
was ‘a continuation of the politics of Great Powers and of the
principal classes within them’. The social character of the war was
thus determined by the politics the war was designed to continue,
by the class which conducted the war and decided its goals. In
approaching the strategies adopted by the warring states in WWII,
one should therefore bear in mind that they reflected not only
‘foreign policy’ intentions of nation states but also ‘internal’ class
and party struggles — i.e. one should understand them in their
global class determination.?

As for the material correlation of forces, what the enemy can and
intends to do weighs heavily upon any government's rational
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choice of its own priorities in the utilization of resources.* Most of
the powers engaged in World War II underestimated this aspect of
strategy, paying a heavy price for their mistakes.

The history of modern warfare reveals a habitual succession of
predominantly offensive and defensive weapons. A major conflict
dominated by mobile warfare is generally succeeded by one in
which military thinking is based on defense. The American Civil
War and the Franco-German War of 1870-1 were wars of move-
ment; they were succeeded by the trench warfare of WWI. The
invention of the machine gun, able to mow down thousands of
soldiers per hour from an entrenched position, made offensive war
virtually impossible in 1914-18. In WWII, by contrast, the use of
tanks, armoured cars or artillery mounted on lorries, coupled with
aircraft attacks on weak spots along defense lines, meant that
offensive strategies once again dominated military thinking. After
WWII, in conventional warfare too the development of a whole
family of guided missiles for use in air, on land and sea, signals the
return of the strategy of defence. Naturally, there is a constant
incentive to conduct research in order to counter the effects of any
efficient offensive or defensive weapon. Since the First World
War, scientific-technological research and development (R and D)
has become an integral part of big business; being highly con-
centrated, it can easily be state-funded for military purposes. The
integration of the industrial and military needs of a given nation-
state in turn considerably boosts industrial development.

Imaginative military experts before World War Il — Tukha-
chevsky, Guderian, Fuller, Liddell Hart, de Gaulle, Martell,
Swinton, Doumenc - all basically understood the implications of
the trench warfare of WWI.5 For some, the lessons of that war
dictated the establishment of a chain of impregnable forts based on
heavy artillery: the Maginot line, the so-called Stalin line,® and the
Eben-Emael/Liege system of fortification along the northern part
of the Belgian-German frontier’ were the prototypes. Against
them, the new strategists of mobile warfare asserted that heavy
fire-power, based on the combination of field artillery, aerial
bombardment, and heavy armoured guns enabled concentrated
tank units to break through almost any defensive line, and encircle
and destroy large enemy forces. Such an offensive strategy would
focus its efforts on those weaker points of the enemy’s fortified
positions which any front of hundreds or thousands of kilometres
could not avoid. The emphasis was now on initiative in the offensive,
reinforced by surprise attack.®
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This military strategy triggered off a qualitative increase in the
importance of secret services, engaged by both sides to discover the
enemy’s plans and to hide one’s own. Deliberate deception of the
enemy developed into an art. At each of the war’s turning-points,
the techniques of camouflage and deception played such a role as
they never had before and probably never will again.®

What the combination of armoured cars and fighter bombers
were for land battles, aircraft carriers and torpedoes were for
battles on the sea. Dreadnoughts became hopelessly obsolete with
the development of these weapons. Torpedoes launched from
airplanes catapulted from aircraft carriers could inflict heavy
damage upon any battleship or heavy cruiser. The British Navy
used them successfully against the Italian fleet in the Mediter-
ranean in the battle of Matapan in November 1940, only itself to
become a victim of Japanese superiority in aircraft carriers: a large
part of its Far Eastern fleet was destroyed by the Japanese navy in
the South China Sea in January 1942 due to inadequate air cover.
And the fact that the Japanese air force did not destroy all the US
aircraft carriers moored in Pearl Harbor turned their success into a
Pyrrhic victory.

German imperialism, preoccupied in the first half of the war
(1939-42) with the development and employment of offensive
weaponry, was thereafter forced — thanks to increasing enemy
superiority in offensive weapons — to turn its attention to design
and manufacture of defensive weapons, especially anti-tank guns
and anti-aircraft artillery. The famous Panzerfaust then developed
was far superior to the American bazooka. Nevertheless, neither
the anti-aircraft gun nor the Panzerfaust could counteract the
superior fire power of the fighter bomber and the armoured car on
the battlefield. Offensive weapons dominated WWII till the end
and decided its key battles.

But if military strategy is largely determined by the superiority
of a given type of weaponry, amenable to mass production at any
given moment, it does not exclusively depend upon it. The
decision to adopt an offensive or defensive strategy flows from the
overall relation of forces in which a warring state finds itself
enmeshed. It is generally recognized that, given its particular
position, German imperialism had to opt for a Blitzkrieg strategy in
1939-41: time was against the Third Reich. The two-year advan-
tage in rearmament with which the Wehrmacht entered the wal;‘°
risked being lost if the war became a protracted one. Both its
enemies in Europe, Britain and the Soviet Union, could draw on
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much larger reserves of raw materials and manpower than
Germany possessed, and after the American entry into the war, on
the practically inexaustible resources of US industry as well. It was
therefore imperative for Germany to achieve decisive victory in
Europe before the USA became involved on the other side. For
Hitler at least, the war against the Soviet Union was the key:
‘Britain’s hope is in Russia and the United States. If the hope in
Russia disappears, America is also lost, because elimination of
Russia would tremendously increase Japan's power in the Far
East’, he told his political and military chiefs in July 1940.'' Once
the war on the Eastern Front turned against Germany after the
battle of Stalingrad, Germany’s overall position changed as well.
She could no longer win the war, so her military strategy became
one of defence, meanwhile hoping that a political compromise
could be reached with the Western Allies on the basis of common
hostility to the Red Army’s advance beyond the Soviet border.
Germany’s defensive strategy was highly effective, as her enemies
learnt to their great cost in the East and West alike. In the end,
however, it was the German bourgeoisie which paid an even
heavier price because its new military strategy became increasingly
divorced from any feasible positive political goal after 1943.

Japan’s military strategy was dictated by a position quite dif-
ferent from that of Germany. Its interest lay in the pursuit of war
against China and the attack on Pearl Harbor was designed to
secure raw materials with which to continue its engagement on the
Asian mainland. Thereafter, it was a matter of keeping an outside
defence perimeter for these conquests. Part of its success was based
on brilliant strategic concepts such as the Malay campaign con-
ceived by Akira and executed by Yamashita. As a result, Japan’s
strategy became defensive after less than six months. But Japan
committed the decisive strategic blunder of attempting to combine
defence of this vital perimeter with unnecessary offensive forays
into the South Pacific and even into the Indian Ocean. They
thereby overextended themselves and lost, through attrition, such
vital forces as their main aircraft carriers and crack infantry
divisions in battles around Guadalcanal, Midway and upper
Burma.

British imperialism initially opted for a defensive strategy,
aimed at keeping open the two lifelines of its economy: the Atlantic
and the Mediterranean. At the beginning of 1943, when a shift onto
the offensive became possible, British political interests dictated its
military priorities. With the defeat of Germany in sight, the British
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bourgeoisie wanted above all to avoid Soviet military superiority in
Central and Southeastern Europe. It therefore favoured the
Western Allies’ entry into Europe from the South (via Italy or the
Balkans) so as to prevent the Red Army from occupying the
heartland of Europe. Furthermore, British financial and man-
power resources were in a parlous state in 1943-4. Its foreign
holdings were draining fast.'? The number of soldiers committed
to Operation Overlord made steady replacement or reinforcement
practically impossible. Montgomery’s sudden and uncharacteristic
commitment to Blitzkrieg on the Western front reveals that a rapid
victory became as important to Churchill in the autumn of 1944 as
it had been to Hitler in 1940-1.

Only American imperialism could face the war with total con-
fidence, enjoying as it did a huge reservoir of manpower, raw
materials and productive capacity. Given sufficient time, its
military force could increase well beyond the bounds of the current
war’s requirements — provided, however, that the USSR and
China would fight major continental battles. The USA fought a
war on two continents, its forces divided in the ratio of two to one
between theatres separated by more than fifteen thousand miles.
The USA could fight a long war in the knowledge that time worked
against the other participants, ‘friends’ and foes alike; the longer
the war lasted the more economically and financially weakened by
it they would be. A long war was indeed the shortest route to the
‘American century’. Consequently, US strategy became a matter
of slow, plodding, steady advance, particularly in Europe, based
on overwhelming air superiority and a considerable presence on
the ground — a strategy devoid of any real initiatives, break-
throughs or daring surprises. When events took an unexpected
turn — e.g. the capture of the Remagen bridge - it came as a jolt to
the American warlords too.

The distance of Washington from the theatres of war gave the
US military commanders a degree of autonomy others did not
possess, and hence the capacity to exploit opportunities unin-
hibited by rigid war plans and chains of command. In the Pacific
theatre, Admiral Nimitz displayed considerable talent as a stra-
tegist: the leap-frog advance in a straight line from Guadalcanal
and New Guinea to Okinawa, avoiding the superior Japanese
forces entrenched in Indonesia, Malaya and on the continent?l
rim, is evidence enough. After having achieved naval and air
superiority in the Pacific at Midway, Saipan and Truk islands, the



The Meaning of the Second World War 61

US high command could pursue this course, knowing that since
the Japanese could not adequately supply their forces in South-
East Asia, they posed no threat to the flanks of the American thrust
towards the Japanese homeland.

The Soviet bureaucracy éntered the war with its military forces
wholly unprepared for what was to come. The disastrous Finnish
campaign of 1939-40 confirmed the terrible state of the Soviet
armed forces and encouraged some rethinking and reorganization.
This had been brought about largely by Stalin’s criminal purge of
the Red Army, which compounded the effects of the bureaucratic
mismanagement of the economy and society.'* Totally surprised
by Operation Barbarossa, the Soviet leadership did not recover the
initiative until the autumn of 1942.'* It was able to do so because
the tremendous increase in its industrial potential and productive
reserve created by the October Revolution and the planned
economy — in sharp contrast to the military débicle of Tsarism in
WWI. A new echelon of field commanders soon emerged from the
tough school of battle and Stalin’s instinct for self-preservation was
sufficiently strong to allow them considerable scope for indepen-
dent strategic initiative. This led to the victories at Stalingrad,
Kursk, Minsk, of the Pruth and Vistula which broke the backbone
of the Germany army. '’

At the end of the war crude attempts were made to present the
Red Army’s defeats of 1941-42 as the products of a strategy of
calculated retreat, deliberately drawing the Wehrmacht into the
Russian interior only to destroy it in a series of counteroffensives.
There is no substance whatsoever in such claims. Indeed, Stalin
himself vigorously denounced such rumours at the time; they were
militarily counterproductive since they encouraged the troops to
go on the defensive and fostered defeatism in the ranks.'® Once the
battle for sheer survival was won, however, and the war had
switched from the defensive to the offensive, military strategy
began to be influenced by the Kremlin’s plans for a post-war
settlement, themselves a reflection of the bureaucracy’s funda-
mentally contradictory political objectives. Torn between the
desire to maintain the ‘great anti-fascist alliance’ and the need for
national security, its policy remained in the traditional mould of
European power politics — a combination of diplomacy and mili-
tary strength in pursuit of clearly defined spheres of influence to
which it was ready to subordinate the revolutionary upheavals in
Europe and Asia. However, this strategy foundered upon the
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bedrock of a significant development to which the war gave rise:
the emergence of the United States as the dominant imperialist
power.

Unable to provide for its security via an enduring alliance with
Britain and the United States, the Soviet leadership chose instead
to transform the East European border states into a strategic glacis
designed to protect the country’s western flank against possible
future German revanchism. Given the gevolutionary possibilities
present in the last phase of the war and the immense sacrifice of the
Soviet people themselves, this was a modest enough aim. But it
encountered increasing hostility from the erstwhile allies, leading
directly to the Cold War. Given the American bourgeoisie’s
enhanced perception of its own economic and military might,
especially after the use of the atomic bomb against Japanese cities,
this was in the last instance inevitable, yet it still came as a surprise
to Stalin and his administrators.

The fate of Chiang Kai-Shek’s regime affords a good illustration
of the over-determination of purely military strategy by political
or, more fundamentally, socio-political interests. It was perfectly
feasible for the Kuomintang command to develop an offensive
strategy against the Japanese invaders.'” Chiang’s army had been
trained by Reichswehr officers in the thirties who were partisans of
mobile warfare. Indeed, Chiang hastened his defeat in the civil war
by frequently reckless offensive thrusts of his main forces deep into
the quagmire of Manchuria and the North China plain in 1945-6.
What made him reluctant to commit his growing reserves of
American weaponry and American-trained soldiers against the
Japanese army - to the great despair of US General Stillwell as well
as other American officers and diplomats — was not any military
incapacity but basic political priorities. For Chiang (as ultimz_ately
also for the USA), the future of capitalism in China was ten times
more important than the war against Japan. The main trial of
strength was to come after Japan's defeat, with Chu Teh’s, Peng
Te-Huai’s, Lin Piao’s and Ten Hsiao-Ping’s armies — i.e. with
China’s peasants and workers in uniform. .

The Chinese case exemplifies a fundamental truth of any major
war: although the outcome is heavily influenced by a given
material and human balance of forces, military strategies are not
solely a function of these. They are ultimately a function of the
relations of forces between the main classes involved in the war, and
hence of political and economic goals. Class prejudice, self-
perception, inhibitions and self-deception, as well as inadequate
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information and outright errors of judgement, can therefore all
play important roles in determining military strategy. A whole
series of errors of an essentially political nature influencing the
outcome of WWII can be cited:

1. Hitler’s belief that his enemies would not unite and that he could
therefore take them on one by one;

2. Stalin’s illusion that the USSR could avoid war with Germany;
3. the French, British and Soviet leaders’ underestimation of the
likely success of the German Blitzkrieg in 1939-41 in Europe and a
similar underestimation by the British and Americans of Japan’s
‘first strike’ capacity and the scope of its victories in South-East
Asiain 1941-2;

4. Hitler’s underestimation of British imperialism’s resilience at
the start of the war and the Allies’ of Germany'’s after the tide had
turned in 1943;

5. general underestimation of US war potential and its bour-
geoisie’s determination to go for unconditional surrender;

6. the capitalist powers’ underestimation of the anti-imperialist and
revolutionary dynamic unleashed by the war in Europe and Asia,
one largely shared by Stalin;

7. the capitalist powers’ underestimation of the USSR’s industrial
and social strength.

Of all these it was the last three which more than any others
determined the final shape of the post-war settlement. The under-
estimation of the class struggle and of the Soviet state’s ability not
only to survive the onslaught of Europe’s most powerful capitalist
state but also to go on to defeat it, was shared by all the capitalist
powers and led to the now familiar landmarks of contemporary
history: the division of Europe; the victory of the revolution in
China, Yugoslavia and Albania; the rise of revolutionary and
anti-colonial struggles in the Third World.

Errors of judgement in the conduct of the war were closely
linked to an obstinate refusal to accept information which con-
flicted with both political and military-strategic prejudices.
Stalin’s refusal to treat seriously news of impending German attack
was a classic example of this tendency. On the eve of the German
invasion in May 1940, Gamelin, the French commander-in-chief,
was convinced that the main thrust would be delivered at the
Louvain-Namur sector and not through the Ardennes, despite
information to the contrary.'® On receiving news that a strong
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Anglo-American convoy had crossed the Straits of Gibraltar on 8
November 1942, Hitler rushed to strengthen Crete and Tripoli
and refused to consider the possibility that the landing would take
place in French North Africa. He likewise refused to believe in the
concentration of huge Soviet reserves north of the River Don and
Stalingrad in the autumn of the same year. In December 1941,
when Roosevelt and his chiefs of staff learnt that Tokyo was
recalling its negotiating team from Washington, they knew that
this meant war but would not entertain the possibility of a Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor. "’

Such errors were not just questions of personal idiosyncracies
but referred to an important problem confronting war leaders: the
problem of initiative. As Mehring noted in 1914, they are faced
with the terrifying choice between inertia and daring, between
Wagen and wagen (in the words of von Moltke, the architect of the
German victory over France in 1871), ‘lucidity’ and ‘audacity’ (as
Napoleon put it).? This problem is inherent in the very nature of
action, be it military or political. Striking a correct balance
between lucidity and audacity, caution and initiative, reality and
desire is what the art of war is all about.

Moreover, if war is a specific form of politics, then a pre-
condition for its successful outcome (achieving the desired goals)
lies in grasping all the possibilities offered by war. By the same
token, it also resides in understanding the limitations inherent in
the use of armed violence. A fundamental failure of German
imperialism during its Nazi phase lay in its overestimation of the
instrument of force in the pursuit of European hegemony. Having
crushed its domestic class opponent, the German bourgeoisie
offered the peoples of Europe nothing but subjugation. The dire
urgency of Trotsky’s warnings on what the Nazi victory in
Germany portended for the European labour movement was con-
firmed with a vengeance in the enormous death-toll and in the
destruction of the very foundations of civilized existence entailed
by the war. )

The American and British ruling classes fought the war not in
order to defeat fascism, but to break the resistance of the Germa_n
and Japanese bourgeoisies to the maintenance or extension of the‘n'
own particular interests. Those sections of the labour movement in
Europe and Asia who entered the war supporting their m_monal
bourgeoisies in this enterprise, and without elaborating their own
independent class goals, necessarily also ended up by supporting
the denial or restriction of democratic and national liberties for
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millions of workers and peasants in large parts of Europe and Asia,
whenever these latter rose to assert interests that ran counter to
those of the Western bourgeoisie. In other words, this lack of
clarity regarding the social character of the war waged by the
capitalist states was to lead — as confirmed by practical experience,
especially after 1943 —directly to class collaboration and the strang-
ling of the revolutionary possibilities which emerged during it.
There is a striking parallel here between the ends of the First and
Second World Wars, with the important difference that the ability
of the European working class to formulate independent war aims
was considerably greater in 1917-8 than in 1943-5.

When all is said and done, moral and political forces have their
autonomous weight in determining the success of any given
strategy. Tukhachevsky expressed this most clearly in a talk given
six months before his execution, to the Soviet General Staff
Academy on the nature of military operations in the initial period
of the forthcoming war, which he was convinced would be fought
against Germany. ‘As for the Blitzkrieg which is so propagandized
by the Germans, this is directed towards an enemy who doesn’t
want to and won'’t fight it out. If the Germans met an opponent
who stands up and fights and takes the offensive himself, this
would give a different aspect to things. The struggle would be
bitter and protracted; by its very nature it would induce great
fluctuations in the front on this side and that, and in great depth. In
the final resort, all would depend on who had the greater moral
fibre and who at the close of operations disposed of operational
reserves in depth.”!

’



Weapons

The Second World War appears above all as a war of mass-
produced mechanical weapons. It wasa conveyor-belt war, the war
of military Fordism. (There is some irony in this, as Henry Ford
himself was an early supporter of Hitler and personally opposed to
the US entry into the war.') Mass production of airplanes, tanks,
artillery, machine-guns, mines, ammunition, took place either in
factories specially created for that purpose or in reconverted
textile, automobile or tractor plants. Oddly enough, neither the
USA nor the USSR tried to standardize and mass produce spare
parts — wheels, axels, etc. — for the weapons requiring them. It was
Hitler’s architect, Albert Speer, who took this step forward in
weapons production in the framework of the post-Stalingrad ‘total
war’ launched by the Nazi regime. The results were impressive.

The capacity for mass production of weapons was a function of
the general industrial resources of the warring powers analysed ina
previous chapter. In this respect Germany and Japan were over-
whelmed by the sheer superiority of America’s industrial capacity.
The Wehnnacht had used 2,700 tanks on the Western front in May
1940, 3,350 in its invasion of the USSR in June 1941. The US
government decided to produce 45,000 tanks in 1942 and 75,000 in
1943. Germany’s annual airplane production amounted to around
11,000 in 1940 and 1941. The US government decided to build
43,000 airplanes in 1942 and 100,000 in 1942. Its output of
merchant ships rose from 1 million BRT in 1941 to 7 million in
1943 and 10 million in 1944. The German and Japanese govern-
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ments made desperate efforts to overcome this handicap after
Stalingrad and Midway respectively. General Thomas, the real
boss of the German armaments industry, wanted to quadruple
weapons output compared to the 1941 level. He did not succeed in
this goal in 1943, but came near to it in 1944, as is shown by the
following figures:*

German Arms Production during World War 11

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944

Airplanes 10,826 11,776 15,556 25,527 39,807
Armoured vehicles 2,154 5,138 9,278 19,824 27,340
Automatic infantry

weapons 170,880 324,850 316,724 435,384 787,081
Grenade throwers 4,380 4,230 9,780 22,955 30,898
Guns equal to or

bigger than 7.5 cm 5964 8,124 14,316 35,796 55,936

Japan’s warlords undertook a similar programme from 1943
onwards. In the middle of 1943 the Tojo government decided to
build up to 40,000 airplanes (the navy and army had together called
for 70,000, which Tojo considered unattainable).> In order to
achieve this, virtually the whole of the Japanese textile industry
was reconverted into airplane factories. New factories were built
alongside the Tokkaido railway line, especially in Nagoya and
Shimatsu, while Mitsubishi trust undertook a similar effort in
Manchuria. Terrible labour conditions were imposed upon the
working class. More than one and a half million handicraftsmen
and small shopkeepers were forcibly pressed into wage labour for
arms and munition factories, working more than twelve hours a
day at starvation wages. Fourteen-year-old girls were sent into
coalmines. Infant mortality rose to a level three times that of
Britain or France.

But despite these efforts, the quantity of weapons produced in
Germany and Japan could not catch up with the American
conveyor belt, let alone the combined output of the USA, the
USSR and Britain. Under the guidance of Albert Speer and in a
context of increased war effort from the second half of 1942,
Germany concentrated instead on trying to beat the enemy with
qualitatively superior weapons rather than to overwhelm him
through sheer quantity.
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As a result of specialist research conducted on a strictly military-
professional basis, the Third Reich came up with several trump
cards in the field of weaponry; two tanks, Tiger I and the Panther,
qualitatively superior to their American and British rivals, though
less so vis-a-vis the Soviet heavy tanks (especially where the effi-
ciency of the gun and the thickness of the plate was concerned); the
88 mm anti-aircraft gun of superior accuracy, which was also
efficient as anti-tank weapon (as the Western Allies discovered in
Normandy*); turbo-jet planes, especially the Messerschmidt 262
and 163 (only 1,000 of which were used in 1944-5); and guided
missiles, among them the famous V1 and V2 rockets, which briefly
came into their own at the end of the war.

Japan’s attempt at producing qualitatively superior weapons
largely failed, although the navy maintained its advance in the field
of sea and air torpedoes, probably the most efficient used on either
side throughout the war. In spite of the quality of Mitsubishi 00
and 01, the 40,000 airplanes produced from 1943 onwards were
often of inferior quality, as a result of production errors due to the
lack of skilled labour and sufficient quality control. Many of them
crashed on their carriers before even being used against the
enemy.’®

Japanese ‘secret weapons’ took the pathetic form of explosive
charges mounted inside paper baloons, which the wind was
supposed to carry across the Pacific. Of the 9,000 balloons
launched between November 1944 and March 1945, only 900
reached the American continent, generally exploding over fields
and forests far from any factory or city. Only six inhabitants of the
USA were victims of these war toys.®

Artillery and explosives played a key role during the war.
According to some estimates, over thirty per cent of the soldiers
who died in battle were killed by artillery. The hollow charge and
the proximity fuse were the two big innovations in this field
introduced by the German and American army respectively. But
the perfection of mobile artillery — howitzers for tanks, half-track
vehicles towing guns and self-propelled guns — was the key factor
making the Blitzkrieg and generally mobile warfare of the World
War Two variety possible.” Whilst at the beginning of the war the
Wehrmacht also enjoyed some superiority in light artillery, mines
(the famous magnetic underwater mines which the British Navy so
feared turned out to be largely a flop), fog- and flame- throwers and
hand grenades, as well as in the use of dive bombers, these advap-
tages were progressively lost as weapons production advanced in
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Britain, USA and USSR. In the field of light artillery, the Soviet
Katyushka, mounted on trucks, was superior to any German
weapon, as were American flame-throwers and hand grenades.
The ‘crabs’ and the ‘crocodiles’, special British tanks, played an
important role in Normandy in 1944.® American skill and
ingenuity produced them in record time, just as it provided the
armies invading Western Europe with a steady flow of oil delivered
via pipelines first under the Channel and then across France. The
superiority of the Soviet T-34, already mentioned above, meant
that half of the German tanks engaged in the invasion of the Soviet
Union were destroyed after three weeks of war.®

In general, Soviet efforts in weapons production during the war
were tremendous, as can be seen from the following figures (which
slightly underestimate German output):

Weapons Output during the German-Soviet War

(1000s)
USSR Gennany

(from July 1941 will (from January 1941

August 1945) till April 1945)
Tanks and armoured
gun carriers 102.8 43.4
Military aircraft 112.1 80.6
Guns of all calibres 482.2 311.5
Grenade throwers 351.8 73.0
Machine-guns 1,515.9 1,096.6
Machine-pistols 6,173.9 1,097.9

These figures are all the more impressive as the total industrial
potential of German imperialism was greater than the Soviet
Union'’s after the conquest of a large proportion of Soviet Western
provinces. Soviet success suggests the superiority of a planned
economy in centralizing and mobilizing resources as well as the
existence of considerable morale among the workforce and the
fighting men and women. To be sure, one should not forget that
valuable military aid was extended to the Soviet Union by its allies.
(The relative and absolute value of this aid has always been in
dispute). However, one should bear two factors in mind. Firstly,
that Soviet military successes were based primarily and unmis-
takably on the efforts and sacrifices of the Soviet people them-
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selves, and not on the external aid given to them by the United
States. Secondly, that the amount of aid extended by the USA
through Lend Lease and otherwise to all its allies was relatively
small: some fifteen per cent of its military output and an even
smaller percentage of its food production. '

Soviet military aircraft design, largely obsolete before the war,
advanced steadily, especially under the impact of talented
designers like Tupolev, Ilyshin, Yakovlev and Lavochkin; several
of these specialists had to be brought out of the Gulag to work in
the war industry. Soviet air defence was very successful in defend-
ing the capital; whereas the Allies, and especially the Western
Allies, could inflict heavy damage on the German cities, the Luft-
waffe never succeeded in overcoming Moscow’s air defence. "'

After some initial muddle, and despite ongoing quarrels among
air commanders, Anglo-American fighter-bombers, especially the
Mustang, achieved decisive superiority and wiped the German
airforce from the West European sky — something important to the
outcome of the battle of Normandy and for France in the summer
of 1944.

In the realm of naval warfare, Germany's feeble attempts to
defeat the British Navy with pocket cruisers and destroyers of
superior design yielded no significant fruits. Neither did Italy’s
attempt to employ fast small seacraft (Schnellboote) in the Mediter-
ranean, nor the Japanese Navy’s attempts to use pocket submarines
against the US Navy in the Pacific. Under the guidance of
Doenitz, a fanatical believer in offensive submarine warfare, the
German Navy concentrated all its efforts on developing U-Boat
technology and tactics. The end-products were the Schnorkel and
the ‘pack’ tactics — attacks on convoys by many submarines. But
while inflicting a lot of damage, in the end they did not stop the
transatlantic flow of goods thanks to the massive use of anti-
submarine aircraft, sonar and other sophisticated means of sub-
marine detection, and especially the amazing achievements of the
US naval yards, which built new ships considerably faster than
Doenitz could sink the old ones.'?

Mass-produced landing crafts and amphibious vehicles in the
USA were one of the most important innovations of WWII, one
which Japan and Germany never seriously tried to match. The
simplicity of the design made them - like trucks, tanks and
merchant ships — into typical conveyor-belt products, in which the
US proved insurpassable. They created the material preconditions
for the invasion of Europe in the West, and for the American
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Navy’s ‘island hopping’ strategy in the Pacific.'’ In contrast, the
Japanese Navy concentrated on the design and production of
superior battleships and aircraft carriers. Given the relative
weakness of Japan’s heavy industry, it achieved startling success.
But as the war dragged on, the increasing lack of resources caused
proportional loss of momentum, with results such as the suicide
attacks by Japanese pilots against the American fleet, the Kamikaze
using planes partially built with wood."*

In the mass production of standard weapons, accelerating scien-
tific research and industrial innovation increasingly came into their
own. In that sense, the Second World War was also the war of late
cgpitalism for which that acceleration was a landmark.'s At the
same time it acted as a detonator of the third technological revo-
lution, three of whose main components — the electronic calcu-
lating machine (out of which grew the computer), nuclear energy
and automation, — actually originated in weapons production. A
much underestimated component of WWII weaponry was a revo-
lutionary improvement in communications systems, in the first
place in the use of two-way radio transmission and radiotelephony,
which enabled tank, division and even army commanders to be in
instant contact on the ground. It played a decisive role in the
breakthrough battles of the war: the Meuse battle of 1940; the
Wehrmacht victories in June-August 1941; the Red Army victories
at Stalingrad and at Jassy on the Pruth; and the Western Allied
advance in France in the summer of 1944.

The most revolutionary advance in weapons production was of
course the development of the atomic bomb at the end of the war,
after Japan had already been defeated. It is the main, and most
gruesome, legacy of this war — a symbol of bourgeois readiness to
use ultimate aggression if and when it feels threatened in its global
economic and political interests.



7.

Logistics

Logistics in the strict sense of the word — transporting and
quartering armies and keeping them supplied with food, clothing
and weapons — acquired a new dimension during World War Two,
parallel to that of the arms industry. This was primarily due to
changes in the transport industry before the war, above all the
impact of the motor car. America’s top strategist, General
Marshall, was to call the Second World War the automobile war.

The use of Paris taxis during the battle of the Marne notwith-
standing, World War One had largely been a railway war. Indeed,
there are historians who defend the somewhat mechanistic thesis
that the constraints of the railway time-tables imposed such a rigid
framework on the mechanics of general military mobilization that
they made war inevitable at the end of July 1914 — at least as far as
the Russian, German and French general staffs were concerned.

Be that as it may, flexibility in the transport of large numbers of
men and arms increased dramatically with the massive use of
automobiles and trucks by the armed forces. Indeed, WWII
became the first motorized war in history. The Third Reich illus-
trated this basic logistical switch when it centered its war pre-
paration not on the construction of new strategically important
railways, but on the construction of an up-to-date network of
motorways, the Autobahnen.

As the war operations neared Central and Western Europe, the
railway network again played a key role in German logistics. The
Reichsbahn administration became a vital cog in the war machine, a
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fact reflected in increased salaries for the railway employees.'

The extent of motorization of the great powers’ armies varied. In
fact, only the American and British armed forces became thor-
oughly motorized from 1942 onwards, to such an extent that the
landing of one million soldiers in Normandy was accompanied by
no less than 140,000 motorized vehicles (100,000 in the first eleven
days alone). The German army still employed horses widely, and
increasingly so as the war dragged on. The German infantry
literally walked into the Soviet Union and walked back home, its
supplies driven by horse-carts. The Soviet and Japanese armies
were even less motorized. Japan’s war in China was largely a
railway war. The importance to the Japanese high command of
instituting direct railway links between Singapore and Manchuria,
especially the Singapore-Burma-Thailand link, is well known.? As
to the USSR, the car and tractor factories almost completely
switched over to tank production for much of the war. Its armed
forces were consequently heavily deficient in trucks and this was
one area where deliveries from the USA did play an important role.

The movement and supply of troops are vital complements to
the elaboration of strategy and tactics; the outcome of battles often
depends on their proper coordination.’ Quite distinct problems
arose for the five main warring states, reflecting their differential
economic power and different social structures.

The Japanese armed forces, spread over an enormous area and
disposing of a much more limited material base than the other
belligerents, suffered after 1942 from a scarcity of food and
clothing. In the occupied territories they largely lived on local
supplies, causing increasing want among the local population and
ultimately among the soldiers themselves. Wholesale starvation of
prisoners of war and other such phenomena in response to the ever
more desperate state of food supply characterized the last years of
the war in the areas under Japanese occupation. The crucial battle
of Guadalcanal was lost mainly as a result of insufficient food; the
Japanese troops had to survive for weeks on a diet of wild berries
and herbs. The Imperial Navy, unable to bring enough ships to its
outposts, tried to have supplies transported in cylinders towed
across the sea. These efforts bore meagre fruit: of the 1,500
cylinders launched in this way, only some 300 actually reached the
beaches. In Japan itself, food rations began to shrink in 1943 and
by 1944 were largely inadequate, notwithstanding the great fru-
gality of the Japanese people.* This contributed to a growing war
weariness in the country and the spread of the black market.®
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The Soviet Union entered WWII with its agriculture in deep
crisis, caused by Stalin’s reckless policies of forced collectivization.
But whereas the kolkhoz structure for the most part withstood the
test of war and no basic structural changes ensued in the organ-
ization of Soviet agriculture, food shortages remained acute for the
duration of the conflict. They were exacerbated by the loss of the
rich agricultural lands of the Ukraine in the summer of 1941 and
the massive conscription of the adult peasant population (a large
proportion of agricultural output had to be shouldered by women).
The terms of trade between industry and agriculture now changed
in the peasants’ favour, but the increased paper money revenue of
the village brought no significant increase in agricultural produc-
tion. The soldiers of the Red Army were inadequately fed, and
tended to compensate by procuring food en route. The possibility
of living off the land was itself severely restricted, however, by the
devastation wreaked by Hitler’s scorched earth policy and the
Soviet desire to deny the enemy food. The alimentary situation of
the Red Army only improved after it had moved further West, in
the concluding stages of the 1943-44 counter-offensive.

Further to the East, when the survival of Chiang Kai-Shek’s
rump China was seriously threatened, the supply of government
and armies at Chungking became one of the key objectives of the
Japanese-Allied test of strength in Burma. The Imperial Army had
succeeded in cutting the Burma road, but the USA managed to
build the Ledo road - at great expense and with limited logistical
capacity — via which it was able to supply US troops in China (not
to speak of the black market consequent upon its presence and the
largesse extended to Chiang and his family by the US).

German imperialism went to the war with a strict system of
rationing, intended to ensure all the basic needs of the armed forcgs
as well as a certain minimum to all German citizens. Such rigid
priorities determined the treatment of the population in the
occupied countries and of prisoners of war. Extreme cruelty
resulted: the progressive plundering of local resources caused
near-starvation, especially in the food-deficient areas of the
Balkans; inmates of the concentration camps and the Jewish
ghettoes were literally starved to death; hundreds of thousands of
Soviet prisoners of war met with the same fate. The Italian ration-
ing system started to break down in 1942, inflicting terrible hard-
ship on the working-class and poorer strata of the population. At
the end of 1943, the cost of living was seven times higher than in
1939, while money wages had hardly doubled. Per capita meat
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consumption had fallen to an annual level of 11 kilos, against 63
kilos in Britain, 51 in Germany and 39 in France.®

The supply of the British armed forces emerged as a problem in
the summer of 1940 following the opening of the war in the
Atlantic. Strict rationing was applied both to the civilian popu-
lation and the armed forces. Transportation was the weak link and
remained so until the war against the German submarines was
won. The British units in the Middle East, on the other hand,
received adequate provisions — far better than the Italian and
German - initially coming through the South Atlantic via the
Cape, thereby tying up an enormous amount of shipping. This is
why control over the Mediterranean became a strategic objective
for British imperialism. The Axis lost the war in Egypt essentially
because of the unresolved logistical problems, above all the in-
ability to cut the supply lines of the British Eighth Army in the
Mediterranean and their own acute shortage of oil, ammunition
and spare parts for tanks.”

In contrast to its allies and enemies, American armed forces
enjoyed nearly unlimited supplies. Roosevelt deliberately opted in
favour of conducting a ‘rich man’s war’. German and Soviet com-
mentators, but also British officers and men — especially in the Far
East — mocked the Gls as ‘soldiers of comfort’, thereby making a
virtue of necessity. Each American division consumed 720 tons of
supplies a day, against barely 200 for its German counterpart.®
While the enormous logistical infrastructure of the US army, navy
and air force tended to clog up supply lines, often interfering with
the actual conduct of the war itself, it nevertheless brought about a
steady increase in the armed forces’ efficiency and preserved
morale among soldiers fighting far from a home never threatened
by invasion. Indeed, this ‘policy of comfort’ was socially indis-
pensible and paid off for the American ruling class.

For the most part Japan was able to keep its sea lanes between the
homeland and its far-flung conquests open in 1942 and 1943, albeit
with increasing difficulty. In the North, the supply lines between
Manchuria — which had become the main industrial base of the
Japanese war industry — and the homeland were adequately pro-
tected until the very end of the war. But in the south, the majority
were cut from the second half of 1943 onward. Loss of merchant
ships as a result of US submarine action was staggering: 139
cargoes or half a million BRT in 1942 and 300 cargoes or more than
one million BRT in 1943 (one should bear in mind that the whole
Japanese merchant navy amounted to only five million BRT before
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the war, and that many of its ships were turned into troop tran-
sports after hostilities commenced). It would not be an exag-
geration to say that Japan’s merchant navy had suffered a fifty per
cent reduction by the end of 1943.°

Japan started the Pacific war in order to attain the rich raw
materials of South East Asia required for the maintenance of its
war machine in China. Although it controlled them until August
1945, it could not deliver them to its war industry after 1942. The
battle of the Pacific turned out to be a key battle of the war,
reflecting its global character. As in the Atlantic, another key
theatre, the sea battles were essentially fought between submarines
and military vessels protecting the merchant convoys — though
mines, airplanes and surface combat ships also played a role. The
offensive element started with a large advantage, enhanced by the
changes in submarine construction and tactics referred to in the
previous chapter. Protection of submarine bases also became in-
creasingly important, being more successfully prosecuted on the
Atlantic coast than in the Pacific. Gradually, however, defence
caught up with offense in the Atlantic, thanks especially to the
sonar and other submarine detection devices, and to the massive
use of longer and longer range aircraft against the submarines. The
broadening of the perimeters of British and particularly American
aero-naval bases in the Atlantic during 1940-41 proved of great
importance, as did the construction of special airplanes geared to
anti-submarine war. After the spring of 1943, following terrible
losses, Doenitz had to withdraw his forces; so demoralized were
they by the Western Allies’ technical superiority that he did not
dare use the still considerable number of submarines at his disposal
against the landing crafts during the Normandy invasion and
after.'®

In war, keeping one’s own supply lines open is a task comple-
mented by simultaneously trying to cut off the enemy’s. Blockade,
a deliberate attempt to starve a country of raw materials, ammuni-
tion and food has been a permanent feature of modern warfare
since the Napoleonic era. Indeed, the importance of economic
warfare was well understood by the British government, which
established a special ministry to deal with it in its defensive and
offensive aspects. In Japan, another island power, economic
warfare assumed an essentially defensive character from the outset.
The same was true of the Soviet Union. As long as the Third Reich
was strong, Hitler calmly contemplated starving the British popu-
lation as a way of winning the war against Britain, but took moral
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exception to the Western Allies’ economic blockade of Germany."'

The importance of food during the war transformed the position
of at least one country: the formally neutral Argentina. The longer
the war dragged on, the higher food prices rose on the world
market and the stronger became Argentina’s position as a main
source of wheat and meat. The Argentinian bourgeoisie was able to
build up a reservoir of foreign currency with these windfall profits,
thereby achieving a prerequisite for the industrialization and
capital accumulation relatively independent of imperialist control
which became the basis for the Peronist regime. The millions of
victims of the great Bengali famine and Argentina’s sudden enrich-
ment graphically confirm the link between world war and world
market, irrespective of whether those who benefited or suffered
from it were formally involved in the hostilities.



8.

Science and Administration

World War One had already witnessed the novel impact of
science on the actual conduct of military operations — especially
through the development of poison gas and Germany'’s production
of synthetic oil, both linked to the second technological revolution
based on the chemical industry. In the inter-war period the impor-
tance of scientific research for technological innovation steadily
increased, thereby laying the basis for further military-scientific
research and invention.

Four radical innovations during WWII were directly stimulated
by scientific research for military purposes: radar; sonar; the
proximity fuse; and the atomic bomb.' In all four areas the
Western Allies enjoyed a decisive advantage. In the case of harnes-
sing atomic energy, the advantage was gained with the help of
scientists fleeing the continent of Europe under the onslaught of
the fascist regimes.? Germany had been ahead in the use of radio
beams for offensive purposes (especially guidance of bomber
aircraft towards their targets), but the British RAF was the first to
realize the decisive role that radar, linked to ground control
networks, could play in protecting airfields and guiding fighter
aircraft.’ This was probably the decisive factor in the Battle of
Britain in the summer and autumn of 1940.

The use of radar was, however, much more extensive than the
widely-publicised role it performed for RAF Fighter Command.
For example, it played an important part in protecting the Luft-
waffe’s airfields in Russia in 1942-3, thereby foiling the Red Army’s
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attempt to destroy the German airforce on the ground shortly
before the Wehrmacht’s assault on the Kursk salient on 5 July 1942
(Operation Citadel).*

Radar was used for guiding naval artillery towards their target,
bombers or missiles towards their objectives, anti-aircraft batteries
towards incoming aircraft, and for defending aircraft carriers
against enemy attack. The combination of micro-wave radar and
computer-type mechanical calculators made anti-aircraft guns into
deadly weapons against bombers towards the end of the war. Radar
also became a powerful means of detecting surfacing submarines,
thus severly impeding their chances of survival during the lengthy
process of charging their batteries. (Its impact was reduced when
the German navy developed the Schnorkel-type submarine.)

For a considerable time sonar remained a British secret weapon.
The German answer to sonar, and to the combination of sonar and
rocket-armed aircraft equipped with radar for attacking sub-
marines, was the high-speed submarine and the long-range tor-
pedo, which made it possible for a submarine to attack a convoy
from a distance and escape before being detected.

Special mention should be made here of advances in the science
of cryptography just prior to and then during the war, which were
intimately linked to the enhanced importance of secrecy, surprise,
deception and espionage in contemporary mobile offensive
warfare. Operation Ultra, the successful decoding by the Western
Allies of the majority of German military codes, unquestionably
influenced the outcome of many battles, though its overall effect
upon Germany’s defeat has been exaggerated.® A similar judge-
ment applies to the American decoding of the Japanese Navy’s
codes.

In the three cases of radar, sonar and the proximity fuse, the
collaboration between scientists and military planners was very
close. Indeed, it is difficult to pinpoint the particular person or
group of people actually responsible for their use in military oper-
ations. This is even more true of the atomic bomb; one hundred
and fifty thousand people were involved in making the Manhattan
Project operational — a huge scientific/military/industrial complex
in order to produce and deliver just two nuclear devices. A sys-
tematic gearing of scientific research for military purposes was
essential to the success of all these projects: ‘the universities trans-
formed themselves into vast weapons development laboratories.
Theoretical physicists became engineers, and engineers forced
solutions at the frontiers of knowledge’.®
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But given the nature of contemporary armies, their size and
complexity, the actual utilization of scientific-technological inven-
tions in the war depended as much, if not more, on planning and
production than on scientific discovery per se — or even on the
recognition of the importance and potential use of the discovery.
That is why World War Two was not so much a ‘wizard’s war’ (as
Churchill claimed), as a war of administrators and planners, there-
with reflecting the organizational implications of its being a
conveyor-belt war. Keitel, Eisenhower, and also, to a large extent,
Stalin were not so much strategists as administrators, and some-
thing similar can be claimed for Tojo (who started his career in the
Japanese Army’s secret police [Kempetei] in occupied China and
played a relatively small role in determining military operations).
Of the military leaders who made their mark in WWII, Zhukov and
Montgomery were notable exceptions, being primarily soldier-
strategists.

The correlation between scientific discovery and its large-scale
application varied from country to country. A country might be the
first to make a scientific discovery, but then be unable or unwilling
to apply it on a mass scale, either because of its leaders’ inadequate
foresight or incompetence in planning, or through a lack of produc-
tive resources. In contrast, another country might be able to
imitate a discovery made elsewhere and develop it, because
military planners understood its importance and could fit it into
their offensive or defensive concepts in a way the original inventors
themselves might never have foreseen. A given army could make a
real breakthrough in weapons efficiency by correctly exploiting a
new invention, but remain hamstrung by lack of the wherewithal to
utilize it on a large scale. (The Luftwaffe, for example, was forced to
keep half of its deadly ME163s on the ground in the final phase of
the war because of fuel shortages.) Even premature employment of
a revolutionary new weapon could be self-defeating if it was not
properly tested and improved before being mass-produced. The
German V1and V2 rockets are examples of this applicability of the
law of uneven and combined development to military-scientific
innovation and production. R

The planning and administration of the utilization of scientific
breakthroughs thus become a matter of synthetic judge!:nent, of
determining priorities, and weighing advantages and disadvan-
tages before taking certain decisions. Once the decision has been
made, however, it changes the overall situation — and for some
considerable time. Before a given invention can be employed on a
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mass scale in actual warfare, the decision to build (or reconvert) the
factories in which it is to be mass-produced must be taken; the
resources to build the plants and devices have to be made available;
personnel must be trained both for the production and the use of
the new device; military staffs have to be prepared for integrating
these devices into their planning, etc. While all this is going on,
some new revolutionary invention might occur, which renders the
original invention either partially or totally obselete even before it
has been widely introduced.

The parallel with civilian technological innovation, and the way
it operates in the framework of great corporations intent upon
maximising profits through competition for larger shares of the
world market, is striking — and confirms that contemporary
warfare is far more of a product of contemporary capitalism than is
generally recognised. And just as the key finance groups in control
of the large corporations and their chiefs, and not the managers,
bankers or technologists, are the masters of the economy under
monopoly capitalism, so the top layers of the bourgeoisie (and their
key political representatives) are the masters of military-scientific
decisions — not the scientists or generals themselves.

In this respect, the differences between countries under bour-
geois democracy and those under various types of dictatorship
largely disappear in war conditions. It could be argued that Roose-
velt and Churchill — but especially Churchill - actually enjoyed
more power to impose such decisions than did Hitler, Tojo, Mus-
solini, or even Stalin. Centralised decision-taking is unavoidable
given centralisation of economic and political power, it is not
possible to delegate the authority to build a new type of airplane
(say, a jet plane) to ten different authorities covering one hundred
different factories.

Whether the administrative character of World War I produced
the optimum military result is another question altogether.” It
arose from the very nature of late monopoly capitalism. It dis-
played the same contradiction as does the system in its totality:
false choices made by a handful of people led to disasters from
which millions suffered.® The top decision-makers, confronted
with a growing number of urgent choices, more and more
depended on information and advice given by committees, and
became overwhelmed by papers to be read.” Thus they in turn
were forced to delegate authority on matters seemingly of secon-
dary importance, but which could decisively impede progress or
even cause major setbacks. As with the modern corporation, the
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end-result was a complex — and over-complicated — structure com-
bining overcentralization and overdecentralization. On balance, it
was probably less efficient than smaller units and collective leader-
ship.'®

Something that needs to be stressed is the lack of realism of those
who argue that oppressive regimes are, by their very nature, unable
to develop increasingly sophisticated weapons or seriously partici-
pate in the technological race. There is nothing in the record of the
armaments industry during World War Two to warrant such an
optimistic conclusion. On the contrary, qualitative breakthroughs
in weapons’ ‘progress’ occurred in all countries which had passed a
certain threshold of industrial/scientific infrastructure. Those who
establish alleged causal links between ‘modern arms and free men’,
to quote the title of a once famous book by Vannevar Bush,"
seriously underestimate the capacity of any government, state,
ruling class or stratum to mobilise over-specialised partial know-
ledge in pursuit of specific projects — independently of its overall
nature or of the ‘immoral’ global goals it pursues. Even the most
inept of Second World War dictatorships, France’s Vichy regime,
developed a revolutionary grenade launcher — and in secret, under
the very nose of Gestapo and Abwehr agents.'?

The point is not so much the servility of scientists and technolo-
gists, or their capacity to become corrupted by hubris, money,
honour, power or false values (albeit that all these factors come into
play). The point is that the very nature of contemporary produc-
tion, geared as it is to generalised (capitalist) or partial (post-
capitalist) commodity production, puts a premium on achieving
specific partial goals, irrespective of their global long-term impact on
society or humankind as a whole. ‘Ours not to reason why’ has,
since the sorry days of the Crimean War, become the standard
apologia of the overwhelming majority of scientists and tech-
nologists. ]

The case of the atomic bomb built in the USA proves the precise
opposite of what defenders of the thesis of ‘modern arms and free
men’ claimed to demonstrate. For not only was the Bomb con-
ceived and built by ‘experts’ who, for the most part, did not know
whether it would be used, how it would be used, against whom it
would be used, under what conditions and with what side-effects
(the long-term effects of radiation were generally ignored, to take
just one example); in the debates leading up to its use, the ‘free
men’ were conspicuous by their absence. The vast majority of
those concerned were not allowed to participate. Nobody was
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given a vote — neither the population, nor Congress, nor the
scientific establishment itself.'* A tiny handful of people, probably
no more than a dozen, were instrumental in taking the final
decision to drop the bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, with all the
frightening consequences for the the future course of human
history and human destiny that entailed. It was not ‘science gone
mad’ which led to the use of the atomic bomb in contemporary
warfare. It was militarism and aggressive imperialism outside the
control of any form of popular sovereignty that led to such disasters
—and can lead to similar or graver disasters in the future.

No more than contemporary science should contemporary
weapons be reified. They possess no independent social momen-
tum blindly imposing its ‘will’ on people. The atomic bomb or the
computer have no ‘will’ of their own. The people who control them
and are ready to use them have wills; and these wills are deter-
mined by powerful social interests. Their power over machines
and weapons is a function of their power over other people. That is
the message to be drawn from the Third Reich’s relative success in
developing sophisticated weapons, from Stalin’s breakthrough in
having Katyushkas put on the conveyor belt, from American
imperialism’s success in producing the atom bomb. A monopoly of
decision-making by human ‘experts’ or attempts to stop scientific
progress cannot prevent disastrous developments. The mass of the
people genuinely in control of the means of production, in
contrast, can. There is no ‘inevitable sequence of events’.'*

If nevertheless there is a positive lesson to be drawn from the
increasingly inhuman implications of the subordination of science
to war, it is that the human spirit and human praxis will never
submit to state-terrorist blackmail and threats — something par-
tially confirmed even by the story of the atomic bomb. Robert
Sherwood recalls that the first initiative to set up the National
Defence Research Council ‘for the mobilization of American scien-
tists to work on new weapons to meet and overcome the awful
challenge that Nazi technology had presented’, came in response to
Charles Lindbergh’s attempts to ‘scare the living daylights of his
listeners’ after the fall of France, by telling them stories about
Germany’s supposedly insuperable strength.’'® Likewise, the
terror of nuclear weapons has unleashed an international spirit of
resistance to the madness of nuclear war. The struggle between
those ready to unleash it and those ready to oppose it by all means
necessary is not decided in advance in favour of the madmen. It
will be decided politically by a clash of basic social forces, moti-
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vated not only by interest, but by conviction and moral stamina as
well.



9.

Ideology

If World War II was the conveyor-belt and motorised war, it was
also the radio war. In no previous conflict had warring govern-
ments enjoyed the possibility of directly reaching so many millions
of men and women with their attempts at indoctrination and
ideological manipulation.

The radio had already played an important role in the rise of the
Nazi Party in Germany as a mass party of the petty-bourgeoisie and
déclassé elements of other social classes. It played a similar role in
maintaining an iron grip over the Germans and Japanese popu-
lations during the war, drenching them with propaganda more and
more based upon the complete suppression of ‘unpleasant’ facts of
life. Churchill and Roosevelt likewise exploited the radio in a
masterly way to induce the British and American people to sustain
the imperialist war and the requisite war effort. The BBC (and
later, to a lesser extent, Radio Moscow) were crucial in neutralising
Nazi propaganda in the occupied territories and motivating the
inhabitants to support the Allies.

At the same time, however, the limits of state-run war propa-
ganda became visible. In less developed countries, the low
standard of living meant that the average Chinese, Indian or
Indonesian villager, and even a significant part of the urban popu-
lation, did not possess a radio set. Timid efforts to substitute
loudspeaker transmission destined for collective consumption
were largely ineffectual. Amongst populations generally hostile to
the powers-that-be, the existence of a large number of radio sets
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made it possible to diffuse ‘enemy propaganda’ on a scale unheard
of in World War I or even during the Russian Civil War, (the
Spanish Civil War, however, had already foreshadowed this deve-
lopment).

Having lost their illusions with regard to the efficacity of their
propaganda, the rulers had no other recourse than to confiscate all
radio sets, thereby recognising their basic ideological failure suc-
cessfully to manipulate a given population. The Nazis did this in
occupied Poland, Yugoslavia and Greece virtually from the start,
and later, in all occupied territories. It is interesting to note that
according to Ilya Ehrenburg’s Memoirs, Stalin and the NK VD took
a similar measure in autumn 1941 in Moscow.'

These examples clearly indicate that the weight of ideology in
warfare is not a purely mechanical question of mass production,
mass distribution and the availability of adequate means of com-
munication. The contents of propaganda — which involve both the
nature of the ideas to be spread and skill in facilitating their
reception—is a co-determinant of the results. And here a subtle
interplay between objective class interest, social (self-)conscious-
ness (i.e. such interests as refracted by prevailing ideologies), and
deliberate attempts on the part of governments and those charged
with propaganda to exploit or transform that consciousness, has to
be analysed.

For British imperialism and its allies in the minor European
imperialist countries, the main ideological weapon was anti-
fascism. By playing upon the British and European masses’ justi-
fied hatred of Hitler’s and other fascist regimes’ suppression of the
labour movement — encroachments upon vital workers’ rights and
freedoms and crimes against humanity — such propaganda by and
large succeeded in subordinating basic class antagonisms between
capital and wage labour to the priority of defeating the Nazis. The
imperialist character of the British, French and American states,
their continuing exploitation and oppression of hundreds of
millions of human beings in the colonial empires, the wholesale
denial of elementary human rights therein, was successfully
effaced by that propaganda — or at least pushed into the back-
ground. The complicity of social-democracy, the trade-union
bureaucracy and the international Communist apparatus was vital
to the effectiveness of that campaign. With the exception of the
CPs during the interlude of the Hitler-Stalin pact (when ugly
concessions were made to German imperialist ideology), it was
forthcoming.
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In the occupied territory of Europe, the phenomena of super-
exploitation and national oppression added a nationalist dimension
to anti-fascist ideology, making it even more acceptable to the
broad masses.? In Britain, traditional nationalism and even chau-
vinism formed an element of the ideological campaign, but with
minor effects on the working class (as the failure of Churchill’s
election campaign in 1945 would demonstrate).

In the United States, where, in contrast to Europe, the absence
of political class consciousness in the working class is an enduring
characteristic of the political situation, the interplay of ideological
motifs in government propaganda was less complex than in Britain
or the rest of Europe. Militant anti-fascism, and a cruder version of
the ‘war-for-freedom’ theme than Churchill’s or de Gaulle’s, were
indeed prevalent. But they were hamstrung by such palpable
realities as anti-Black racism in the South and, increasingly, in the
North too. Moreover, traditional populist ‘anti-colonialism’ made
it difficult for the Roosevelt administration to cover up wholesale
for the continuous denial of political rights and self-determination
in the British and French colonies. So straightforward national-
ism, in the first place anti-Japanese nationalism fuelled by popular
indignation against Tokyo’s ‘day of infamy’ at Pearl Harbor,
became the main ingredient in Washington’s war propaganda. The
world would learn that it was not possible to step on the toes of
Innocent Virtuous Red-blooded White Americans without un-
leashing a mighty boomerang effect — the world, and not only the
Tempei, the Fiihrer and the comic-opera Duce. The message was
received loud and clear, and largely accepted, — at least inside the
USA. It was rather more difficult to get it through overseas,
although it was quite successful there too.

Compared to English, French, German or Italian chauvinism,
this American nationalism was a relatively recent ideological con-
coction. President McKinley had issued its first instalment, not
surprisingly to coincide with the emergence of US imperialist
expansion in the Philippines and the Caribbean.’ A second coin-
cided with America’s entry into World War I and ‘primitive’ ex-
peditions against the Mexican Revolution. Both had rather limited
popular impact, as the USA’s subsequent return to ‘isolationism’
illustrated. Pearl Harbor and America’s entry into the Second
World War initiated the conclusive internationalization of
America’s bourgeois society. Precisely because the upsurge of
American nationalism was functional not only for maximizing the
war effort, but also for the broader project of underpinning US
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imperialism’s thrust for world hegemony, it had a nasty racialist
undertone to it. This turned above all on an anti-Japanese axis,* of
which the Japanese-American population, the Nissei, became the
first victims. But it was by no means restricted to a single target.

At the beginning of World War 11, the Soviet bureaucracy tried
to stick to the peculiar ideology that had emerged from the Ther-
midor: a mixture of crude, dogmatised and simplified ‘Marxism-
Leninism’, doctored and deformed to suit the bureaucracy's
specific interests; a no less crudely byzantine cult of Stalin (the
soldiers and workers were literally called to fight and die ‘for the
Fatherland, for Stalin’); and a growing Great-Russian national-
ism. Following German imperialist agression, the Communist and
pseudo-communist themes rapidly receded into the background,
as, incidentally, did the Stalin cult — at least until 1943. Russian
nationalism more and more came to the fore, together with pan-
slavism. This culminated in Stalin’s Victory Manifesto of May
1945, which defined the victory as that of the Slav peoples in ‘their
century-old struggle against the Germanic peoples’. So much for
the counter-revolutionary (Trotskyist?) formula of the Communist
Manifesto, according to which the history of all societies is the
history of class struggles, not the history of ethnic struggles.

Oppressed peoples’ national consciousness emerged as a power-
ful mass phenomenon, partially channeled into the interests of the
national bourgeoisie in the world’s two main underdeveloped
countries, China and India. Contrary to the nationalism of
oppressor nations, this consciousness contains a progressive in-
gredient. It can unleash a progressive political dynamic. But when
it takes the form of nationalism it also carries the seeds of reac-
tionary class collaboration, potentially stifling the struggle of the
workers and the poor peasants for political class independence and
the defence of their material interests against their ‘national’ ex-
ploiters.’

This was especially clear in the case of China, where the war of
national liberation increasingly became combined with civil war.
But it was also obvious in the case of India. The dismal failure of
the Indian Communist Party to stimulate the national liberation
struggle against British colonialism, coupled with its open betrayal
of the July 1942 national uprising, gave the bourgeois Gandhi-
Nehru Congress Party a near-monopoly of that struggle — which in
turn gave it absolute political hegemony over the Indian masses for
three decades.

World War II also witnessed the slow emergence of mass
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nationalism in the Arab countries and the first example since the
Mexican revolution of organised mass nationalism in Latin
America, above all in Argentina with Peronism.

The dominant ideology of Japanese imperialism was extreme
chauvinist nationalism, with a growing ingredient of ‘pro-Asian
anti-white-power’ demagogy. Demagogy, because the Japanese
imperialists, if and when victorious, treated ‘their’ colonies’ Asian
peoples, if anything, worse than did the British, French, American
or Dutch colonialists. Many elements of the ideology, of both
semi-feudal and imperialist-racist origin, were based upon the
myth of the ethnic superiority and exceptional status of the Japan-
ese people, not only in opposition to the ‘Caucasian race’ but also to
other Asian people. Yet this demagogy, which had little immediate
impact outside of Indonesia and Burma, undoubtedly set off an
ideological time-bomb which would explode after the Japanese
defeat in 1945.

While the limits of the impact of Japanese chauvinism outside
the homeland are obvious, it is harder to judge the degree of
thought control it achieved in the archipelago itself. Nobody can
doubt its effects in fanaticising middle- and upper-class, as well as
(partially) petty-bourgeois, youth; the motivation of the Kami-
kazes was ample testimony. But to what extent were they simply
cowed, intimidated, terrorised and paralysed by atomisation into
passive submission? It is difficult to answer without studying
original sources, which we are unfortunately unable to do. But
some translated material — as well as a source like Shigemitsu’s
Memoirs — bear witness to the latter interpretation.®

Nazi ideology, with its specific mixture of extreme chauvinism,
anti-Communism, pseudo-socialist demagogy and racism (culmin-
ating in mass murderers’ anti-semitism) successfully welded
together the bulk of the middle and upper class (including the
officer corps), the traditionally non-organised (non-class con-
scious) minority of the working class and the déclassé elements of all
social classes. This was never more, and probably less, than half of
the German people. The other half, CP and SPD members and
sympathisers, the bulk of the Catholic workers and intelligentsia,
and a minority liberal sector of the upper classes (including the
‘liberal-conservatives’) never backed Hitler and his crimes. But
they were for the most part condemned to passivity through sheer
physical repression, terror and — especially — the lack of a political
alternative. The effects of massive carpet bombing did the rest.

The pseudo-‘socialist’ demagogy was just that: demagogy.
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German workers lived a hard life during the war. Their wages and
standard of living were low. An increase in the price of margarine
was considered a big blow; butter and meat they hardly ate at all.
On the other hand, Hitler frequently went out of his way to assure
the capitalists that he would protect private property.’

Nearly all commentators have treated Hitler’s fanatic anti-
semitism leading to the Holocaust as beyond rational explanation —
something totally different from all other ideologies of the twen-
tieth century (i.e. the imperialist era). We do not think that such
drastic historical exceptionalism can be empirically or logically
sustained.

In its extreme form racism is congenitally linked to institution-
alised colonialism and imperialism. Indeed, the one cannot
function without the ideological protection of the other. It is
impossible for thinking human beings — and colonialists, imper-
ialists and defenders of their specific ‘order’ are thinking human
beings — to deny millions of men, women and children elementary
human rights without attempting to rationalise and justify these
indignities and oppressions by a specific ideological sophism - to
wit, that of their ‘racial’ or ‘ethnic’ or ‘intellectual/moral’ in-
feriority, or a combination of these — i.e. by an attempt to ‘de-
humanize’ them ideologically. But once large groups of human
beings are considered as intrinsically inferior — as ‘sub-human’, as
Untermenschen, as some species of animal® — then it only takes one
more ideological-political step to deny them, not only the right to
liberty and the pursuit of happiness, but the right to life itself. In
the peculiar — and increasingly destructive — suicidal combination
of ‘perfect’ local rationality and extreme global irrationality which
characterises international capitalism, this step is frequently taken.

In other words, the seeds of the Holocaust are not to be found in
traditional semi-feudal and petty-bourgeois anti-semitism -
although, naturally, such anti-semitism among sectors of the
Polish, Ukranian, Baltic, Hungarian, and Russian petty bour-
geoisie offered fertile ground for tolerating and aiding the Holo-
caust. This type of anti-semitism led to pogroms, which were to the
Nazi murderers what knives are to the atom bomb. The seeds of
the gas chambers resided in the mass enslavement and killing of
Blacks via the slave trade, in the wholesale extermination of the
Central and South American Indians by the conquistadors.® In such
cases, the term genocide is fully justified: millions of men, women
and children were killed just because they belonged to a supposedly
‘inferior’, ‘subhuman’ or ‘wicked’ collective group.'® It is true that
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these crimes of colonialism/imperialism occurred outside Europe.
But it was precisely German imperialism’s ‘manifest destiny’ to
colonise Eastern Europe. The Nazis and the most extreme pro-
ponents of the imperialist doctrine of racial superiority by no
means intended the enslavement and extermination only of the
Jews; gypsies and sections of the Slav people figure on the same
list.!' Most historians and other commentators conveniently forget
that the first group of Untermenschen to be slaughtered in the gas
chambers during the war were not Jews but ethnic Germans
certified ‘mentally insane’: two hundred thousand of these (again,
men, women and children) were exterminated in 1940-41 in Aktion
T4.2

One should add that the Japanese atrocities in ‘unit 731" in
Manchuria are only one rung below Auschwitz, and can only be
explained by a mentality and motivation basically similar to that of
Herrenvolk. As for the callous killing of two hundred and fifty
thousand Japanese civilians (again, men, women and children) by
dropping the atom bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, even if it is
not exactly comparable to the Holocaust in the scope of its in-
humanity, it certainly reflected a contempt for human beings of a
‘special kind’ which is not at all that far removed from extreme
racism.

When we say that the germ of the Holocaust is to be found in
colonialism’s and imperialism’s extreme racism, we do not mean
that the germ inevitably and automatically produces the disease in
its worst form. For that eventuality, racist madness has to be
combined with the deadly partial rationality of the modern indus-
trial system. Its efficiency must be supported by a servile civil
service, by a consistent disregard of individual critical judgement
as basically ‘subversive’ (Befeh! ist Befehl) by thousand of passive
executive agents (in fact: passive accomplices of crime); by the
conquest of power by desperado-type political personnel of a
specific bourgeoisie, and that class’s readiness to let them exercise
political power; by a frenzy of a va banque aggression unleashed,
not only by these desperadoes, but also by significant sectors of big
business itself; by cynical realpolitik leading to the worst blackmail
and systematic state terrorism (Goering, Hitler and co. threat-
ening to eradicate, successively, Prague, Rotterdam, London,
Coventry — ‘wir werden ihre Stadte ausradieren!’: something which
became credible only if such threats were occasionally imPle-
mented); by the gradual implementation of that state terrorism
unleashing an implacable logic of its own;'? by a fetid substratum
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of unconscious guilt and shame, which had to be rationalised in
spite (or better: in function) of monstrous crimes. The Holocaust
only comes at the end of this long causal chain. But it can and must
be explained through it. Indeed, those who understood the chain
were able to foresee it.'*

Himmler told the assembled Gauleiter and Reichsleiter of all
Germany on October 6, 1943: “The following question has been
posed to us [in relation to the extermination of the Jews]: “What to
do about the women and children?” — I reflected, and here too 1
found an obvious solution. I didn’t think I had the right to ex-
terminate the men . . . and let the children who would eventually
take vengeance on our children and their descendants grow up.
The grave decision had to be taken to have this people disappear
from the face of the earth.”’S Two days earlier, Himmler had
developed the same theme more extensively at Poznan, before an
assembly of leading SS officers.

How easily such rationalisation emerges is strikingly confirmed
by the following quotation from the United States: ‘One man from
the audience asked Major Lessner: “Would not the punishment of
all Germans inflict needless hardship on millions of German
children who can in no way be held responsible for the crimes of
their elders?” Major Lessner answered: “Of course it would. These
innocent German children are the potential soldiers of World War
II1, just as the innocent German children who had been fed after
1918 later served in Hitler’s army and did remarkably well” *.'¢

One should not forget that anti-semitism was widespread among
most nationalist-conservative circles in France and Russia as well
as in Germany, before and during World War I. It reached a
paroxysm at the end of the war, during the revolutionary period.
Extreme sentiments were expressed which Hitler had only to pick
up and systematise. Many examples could be given. For instance,
the Kaiser wrote in his Diaries in December 1918 the following
ominous sentence: ‘Let no German rest until these parasites [the
Jews] have been wiped out from German soil and exterminated.”"’

Explaining and understanding a crime does not imply any
apology for it: the Holocaust — the deliberate and systematic killing
of six million men, women and children simply because of their
ethnic origin — stands as a unique crime in mankind’s sad cri.mmal
history. But what explaining and understanding does imply is that
similar causes can have similar effects; analogous crimes could be
repeated against other peoples if capitalism survives long enough to
unleash the totality of its barbaric potential once again.
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The question has been asked: was not this wanton killing of
potential labourers, including highly-skilled ones increasingly
scarce in German war industry, totally irrational? In general
systems of super-exploitation and slavery are largely irrational. But
they have existed in many places for long periods of time. Whilst
not constituting the basis of capitalism (free wage labour), they are
often integrated into the capitalist mode of production, different as
it is from the slave mode of production per se. They have a partial
rationality: the costs of such labour can be reduced to almost
nothing, a miserable pittance which rapidly reduces the labourer’s
weight and health till he literally dies from starvation and depri-
vation. There is no longer any question of the need for medium-
term reproduction of individual labour power. It is true that the
average productivity of such labour is abysmally low. But as long as
the supply of slaves is abundant, an operation of this order has a
rationality of sorts. Ancient Roman senators and contemporary SS
gangsters — not to mention eighteenth-and early nineteenth-
century Southern plantation owners in the USA — made ‘exact’
calculations to discover where the precise limit of that ‘rationality’
lay. And while the SS gangsters were certainly the most criminal of
all, they were by no means the least calculating. Like the Roman
slave-owners of certain periods, they literally forced their slaves to
work themselves to death.'® All those who could work they did not
kill outright. That was the precise function of the notorious ex-
termination camps, ‘selections’ in which Dr Mengele and co.
played their sinister roles.

More generally, the rationale of the extermination programme
was drastically to reduce the population of Poland and the Ukraine
~ the German colonisation space — and to allow only those to
survive who would become obedient slaves. The Jews were con-
sidered unfit for that role — something of a racist compliment to
them. '

The overall picture of the ideology prevalent during World War
I is thus sombre indeed. Internationalist or even simply humanist
consciousness were at a historical low-point —so much so that many
thought that an irreversible slide towards barbarism had already
set in, Orwell’s 1984 being the prototype of such premonition.

Such profound pessimism was premature. In the last analysis,
the radical decline in globally rational behaviour which indubitably
marked WWII was a reflection of the great defeats suffered by the
international working class prior to, and during, the first years of
the war. But after Stalingrad and Mussolini’s downfall, a new and
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tumultuous rise of international working-class militancy occurred.
The disappearance of the fascist dictatorships in Europe, and the
victory of the Yugoslav and Chinese revolutions, were the clearest
expressions of this modification in the global balance of class
forces. The upsurge of the French and Italian labour movement in
1944-48; the landslide victory of the British Labour Party in 1945;
the insurgency of national liberation movements throughout Asia
which seriously weakened imperialism in the 1945-50 period —
these must be added to them. Such upheavals ultimately made
possible a limited and contradictory revival of working-class con-
sciousness and genuine internationalism too, even if they had to
start from a very low level.

Certain social forces and individuals saved humanity’s and the
international proletariat’s honour during the Second World War.
The Amsterdam workers launched a magnificent strike in
February 1941 against the first anti-semitic measures of the Nazi
occupation. The Yugoslav Communists built a proletarian brigade
—much to the fury of Stalin — which succeeded in recruiting several
thousand Italian, Austrian, Hungarian and German soldiers and
volunteers into its ranks. The Danish resistance saved nearly all the
Danish Jews from the Holocaust by transporting them overnight to
Sweden. Small groups of Japanese leftists aided the Chinese guer-
rillas in Manchuria. An ex-militant of the Left Opposition, Lev
Kopelev, succeeded in organising anti-fascist propaganda in the
German language so efficiently that the German citadel of
Grandenz surrendered without a fight to the Red Army. Having
thus saved the lives of thousands of Soviet and German soldiers, he
was promptly arrested and imprisoned by Stalin’s NKVD for the
hideous crime of ‘cosmopolitanism’.?® A tiny group of European
Communists under the leadership of Leopold Trepper set up an
information network in occupied France and Belgium which was
worth several divisions for the Red Army, according to expert
opinion. After the liberation of France, Trepper travelled to
Poland where he was promptly arrested by the NKVD and kept in
jail for several years.?' Small groups of internationalist Com-
munists, generally of Trotskyist conviction, combined anti-fascist
resistance activity with a steadfast defence of working-class
interests and a staunch internationalist attitude towards the in-
dividual German soldier and worker. Many of them paid with their
lives for their stance, one much feared by the fascists. The whole
leadership of the Dutch semi-Trotskyist RSAP and their best
known representative, the co-founder of the Chinese and In-
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donesian CPs and former Dutch MP, Hendrik Sneevliet (Maring),
were killed by the Nazis. The Italian fascists condemned to death
the ex-General Secretary of the Greek CP Pantelis Pouliopoulos
who, having become a Trotskyist-Internationalist, addressed the
Italian soldiers of the firing-squad so persuasively that they refused
to shoot him (the fascist officers present had to do the dirty work
themselves).

These were small exceptions. But they demonstrated that under
the ashes heaped upon the workers’ class consciousness by Noske,
Hitler and Stalin, a spark remained. From that spark, new flames
would arise. What these proletarian internationalists embodied
was the conviction that the war could end otherwise than by the
restoration of ruling-class power or the emergence of new bour-
geois states; that it could end otherwise than by the total victory of
either of the two coalitions; that it could lead to the spread of
victorious popular socialist revolutions. Such conviction was
neither utopian nor did it discount the strength of the armies of the
potential victors. It expressed an understanding of the instinctive
wishes and spontaneous trends of tens of millions of workers and
poor peasants over three continents. For it to be realized, sufficient
organizational strength — including armed strength — and political
capacity were required. But purpose and initiative could make all
the difference. It was not the relative strength of their opponents
which made the Yugoslav Revolution victorious and led the Greek
to defeat, which saw a victory of social revolution in China and its
defeat in Indonesia. Differences in the resolve and determination
of the Communist Parties in these four countries were the decisive
factors. And what was possible in Yugoslavia and China would also
have been possible in some other European and Asian countries.
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10.

The Opening Gambit In Europe

Hitler’s Blitzkrieg strategy called for quick victories against
Poland and France — with the proviso of a successful ‘peace offen-
sive’ making war with France unnecessary. Planning for both
operations started early. They were completed in the summer-
autumn of 1939. Naturally, the general staffs of all great powers
have contingency plans for many — often contradictory — even-
tualities. In this case, however, something more was involved than
just contingency planning.'

The war against Poland opposed completely unequal forces.
Poland’s defeat was inevitable as a result of her military and indus-
trial inferiority. The only thing that might have saved the Polish
army and state was an alliance with the Soviet Union as well as
British and French imperialism. Soviet troops would have had to
enter Polish territory to fight alongside the Polish army against
Germany, thus forcing Hitler to send a significant contingent of
the Wehrmacht and especially the Luftwaffe to the Eastern front.
Even then, only a rump Poland would probably have survived in
the Warsaw-Bialystok-Lwow triangle, whither the Polish army
would have had to retreat before the German onslaught.

But this possibility was never seriously considered, neither by
the Beck-Ryz-Smigly regime, nor by the French and British
general staffs, nor by Stalin. The class hostility of the Polish
landlords and capitalists towards the Soviet Union; class fear of the
Red Army; suspicions about Stalin’s further intentions; national
tensions between the oppressed Ukranian minority, Poles and
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Jews in Eastern Poland — these were too great for Warsaw to
envisage the prospect of a real military alliance with the Kremlin.
The refusal of the Polish regime to accept direct Soviet military
assistance transformed the military negotiations between the
Western allied general staffs and the Soviet government in the
summer of 1939 into a farce.

In these circumstances, Stalin preferred to ally himself with the
likely victor rather than with the probable victim. Even in the
unlikely case of the Polish government accepting the Red Army
into Poland, it is doubtful whether Stalin would have gone for a
military alliance with that country and its Western allies. He had
little confidence in their fighting capacity and was fascinated and
awestruck by the power of the German military machine,? whose
expansion far outstripped the tardy modernization of the Red
Army. He therefore far preferred a neutral position for Russia,
letting the two imperialist camps fight it out among themselves ina
long war, and gaining time to strengthen the USSR’s war industry
and army. By acting thus, he undoubtedly helped Hitler com-
mence hostilities by invading Poland. He also seriously under-
estimated the rapidity of the German victory there,? and later in
the West — hence also the threat to the USSR of Germany con-
trolling the continent of Europe from the Pyrenees to Bialystok and
Wyborg, and from the Nordcape to the Dniester.*

As for the French army, weakly assisted by Britain, it had no
intention of attacking the Siegfried line, or taking any offensive in
the West. It prudently retreated behind the Maginot line and
imprudently failed to cover the Sedan gap with strong contingents
and adequate mobile reserve. Weak divisions composed of older
veterans were located there instead, for reasons which are difficult
to understand.®

So Hitler had his hands free to tackle Poland. He could concen-
trate the totality of his armoured divisions and most of the Lu/l-
waffe on the Eastern Front, thereby making rapid victory certain.
In their own way the Polish General Staff aided him by massing a
large part of the Polish army near the frontier, where it became an
easy target for great encircling operations. Stalin too lent a helping
hand by cutting off the retreat road for the Polish army when it
finally decided to withdraw, and by occupying the Polish Ukraine,
thereby adding fuel to Polish anti-Russian sentiment. Ngver-
theless, the Polish army fought with great courage — surprisingly
so, given the rottenness of the state and the explosive character of
the social contradictions within Polish society. The war was not
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over in two weeks as German propaganda claimed: Warsaw sur-
rendered on 2 October after resisting for four weeks (i.e. nearly as
long as the much more powerful French army). However, German
casualties were limited and the experience gained by the armoured
divisions, the bombers and the gunners would be of great impor-
tance in subsequent operations in the West and Russia.

During the interlude of the dréle-de-guerre, Hitler feverishly
prepared the offensive against France, based upon the brilliant
strategic plan by von Manstein and Guderian. Instead of trying to
encircle the French armies in Eastern France (as was done success-
fully in 1870 and tried unsuccessfully with the Schlieffen plan in
1914), the Wehrmacht would attempt to encircle them in the centre
of the front by a bold breakthrough at Sedan and a quick rush for
the English Channel. General Gamelin walked right into the trap
by sending his crack mobile divisions into Holland and Belgium on
10 May 1940. The result was not a foregone conclusion, since the
actual German superiority of forces was slight.*

But the German gamble paid off because of superiority in
strategic conception and rapidity of military execution. French
strategic doctrine, heavily influenced by Pétain, continued to cling
to defensive dogmas.” The counter-offensive against the Sedan
breakthrough was slow and piecemeal, partly due to the backward-
ness of French communications.® A second counter-offensive at
Arras, linked to a last-minute effort to effect breakthrough of the
Allied armies encircled in the north, failed for similar reasons: lack
of coordination, speed and unity of purpose.®

The Dutch army was beaten after four days, the Belgian after
eighteen and the British units pushed back to Dunkirk and the
Channel after a fortnight. The French army was crushed in six
weeks. In the middle of June 1940 Pétain and Weygand begged for
an armistice. The war seemed all over on the Western front.

The dréle-de-guerre had been preceded by a British-German race
to the Norwegian coast, the sea-lane via which Swedish iron ore
was transported to Germany's war industry. The race was
finally won by the Germans, who succeeded in occupying the
whole of Norway. Denmark had fallen without attempting to resist
militarily. In exchange, it gained something unique: the conser-
vation of the general trappings of bourgeois-parliamentary demo-
cracy for two years under Nazi occupation.

For the war genuinely to end on the Western front, however,
German imperialism had to secure British recognition of its gains.
With a half-hearted attempt at diplomatic overtures, Hitler pre-
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pared the invasion of Britain. What stood between him and final
victory in the West was not so much the Expeditionary Corps
under Lord Gort, miraculously repatriated from Dunkirk, but the
Royal Air Force and the Royal Navy.'® No successful landing was
possible without absolute mastery in the air, given the formidable
superiority of the Home Fleet. At the beginning of the Battle of
Britain the Luftwaffe had a slight edge over the RAF in terms of
number and quality of aircraft, as well as the advantage of offensive
initiative — in the first instance against airfields and aircraft fac-
tories. Nevertheless, these were largely neutralized by the fact that
RAF fought over its own territory, had a superior information and
communications system (radar played a key role here) and
employed better tactics.

On 7 September 1940 the Luftwaffe abruptly stopped its concen-
trated attacks on RAF airfields in order to switch to massive
bombing of London. This allowed the British airforce to recover
its exhausted reserves and incorporate newly-built fighter planes
into its squadrons.'' Several hypotheses have been advanced to
explain this sudden switch. The most convincing is that it was a
tactical move, aimed at drawing Fighter Command’s attention
away from the airfields of southern England to the defence of the
capital. If so, it was a grave mistake since the British Air Marshal
Dowding did not respond as expected and the switch only gave the
RAF badly-needed respite. The German decision was due partly
to inaccurate information, which in July-August had under-
estimated the RAF’s strength and now erred in the opposite direc-
tion, as well as long-term strategic considerations: the need to
conserve the Luftwaffe’s strength for the forthcoming operations in
the Mediterranean or against the USSR.

By 13 November 1940 the Luftwaffe had lost 1733 airplanes in
the Battle of Britain out of the 2,200 it had committed to the battle.
By the end of March 1941, the losses rose to 2,265 planes, with
8,000 pilots or other flying personnel either killed, wounded or
missing. In contrast, the RAF lost 915 planes up to November
1940. What really saved Britain was Hitler’s determination not to
limit himself to a purely European war but to go for world hege-
mony'? — i.e. to attack the Soviet Union. For that he needed
aircraft which accordingly could not be used against the British
Isles.

Once the Battle of Britain was lost and Operation Sea Lion
cancelled, the Blitzkrieg had to be extended to other areas, as time
wias beginning to run out. The German High Command would
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have preferred a mopping-up operation in the Western Mediter-
ranean and North-West Africa. This indeed made sense from a
strategic point of view, both in the short-and long-term. By taking
Gibraltar and securing the Moroccan and North-West African
coast up to Dakar, German imperialism would have created much
more favourable conditions for a future onslaught against Egypt
and the Middle East and against the Americas. But that operation
(Undertaking Felix) hinged upon the consent of, if not active
cooperation by, Franco and Pétain. Here formidable military-
economic and political-psychological obstacles arose.

The Spanish army had been severely weakened as a result of the
Civil War. The country’s economy was in ruins. There was star-
vation in several regions. The same applied, mutatis mutandis, to
Vichy France’s army and economy, both in the rump metropolis
and in the colonies. Under these circumstances, any military large-
scale operation would have to be fully funded, armed and supplied
by Germany itself, whose lines of communications were already
considerably stretched (the distance Bordeaux-Dakar is longer
than that of Berlin-Stalingrad). It also meant putting large quan-
tities of arms at the disposal of forces about whose reliability as
allies Hitler had the gravest doubts (they could be turned against
Germany either by the generals themselves or by the soldiers — the
vast majority of both the French and Spanish masses were hostile
to an outright alliance with Germany). The reluctance of Franco
and Pétain fully to commit themselves to active military co-
operation with Hitler was intensified by the outcome of the Battle
of Britain: doubts began to arise in the minds of these conservative
diehards about whether the German upstart adventurer could
really win the war. Hitler himself did not feel like committing great
resources to Undertaking Felix, since he would need them once the
operation against the Soviet Union commenced. So, after hesi-
tating for some months, Operation Barbarossa, planned as early as
July 1940, became the next Blitzkrieg.

Hitler’s obsession with the conquest of the Ukraine (which made
sense from the viewpoint of the more aggressive sectors of German
imperialism), and a nagging doubt about the USSR’s real indus-
trial strength, explains the concentration of efforts on Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union. For him, as for Roosevelt, the
Mediterranean and the Near East were not of such great strategic
importance. '?

Of course, Churchill was of a quite different opinion: after the
Battle of Britain, he and Dill, Chief of the Imperial General Staff,
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made their strategic decision to commit a substanial part of the
British army (including Britain’s only surviving armoured
division) to North Africa. For the British bourgeoisie, the loss of
Egypt and Middle Eastern oil would have meant as much as losing
the British homeland, for the homeland would come next. So the
Mediterranean became British imperialism’s main theatre of war
and would remain so for three years.

Whilst preparing the largest aggression in its history — the
invasion of the Soviet Union — the German bourgeoisie was faced
with unanticipated challenges, occasioned by its allies rather than
its foes. Misjudging the world situation in 1940, and believing that
the war would soon end, Mussolini — against Hitler’s advice -
declared war on France and Britain in order to claim a slice of the
victor’s cake. He followed this up with badly-prepared operations
in North and East Africa and Greece, as a result of which he
quickly lost Ethiopia to an inferior British army and was beaten
back by an even weaker Greek one. The Germans had to come to
his rescue, which meant diverting resources from the Eastern front
to the Balkans and the constitution of the Afrika Korps. The losses
incurred by the Reich were relatively slight (except in the case of
Crete), but the diversion was serious in terms of the time lost. At
this stage General Halder, the central strategist of the Wehrmacht,
did not think that this would create problems, expecting the Red
Army to be smashed in a couple of months, well before the winter
season. But in the event postponement of Operation Barbarossa for
six weeks meant that the German army, like Napoleon’s before it,
had to deal with the Russian mud and winter before an assault on
Moscow.

In the final balance-sheet of the opening gambit in Europe,
clearly won by Hitler, the cost of victory also has to be included.
Here a basic rule of war was demonstrated: the more battles are
fought which do not end the war, the more the marginal cost of
partial victories weighs upon the final outcome. German imper-
ialism won an easy victory in Norway, but its navy's losses in that
war made Operation Sea Lion both materially and psychologically
impossible without a prior defeat of the RAF. Holland was over-
come in four days and Crete taken in seven, but the loss of para-
troops and glider planes made a similar approach to Malta impos-
sible.' The victory against Poland was easy, but the two hundred
or so Polish pilots who escaped to Britain may well have made the
difference between victory and defeat for Fighter Command in
September 1940; and the Polish secret service brought to Britain
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the key to the German military code which, together with a similar
breakthrough by USA in deciphering the Japanese Navy’s code,
gave the Western Alliance a decisive intelligence edge over their
foes throughout the war. So a nemesis of power does, after all,
operate in military history and, through it, in the history of class
struggle — in world history taken as a whole.



11.

The Unfolding World Battle

In the second half of 1941, Hitler’s assault on the Soviet Union
and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor transformed what was
previously an essentially European conflict into a world war.
Though Southern Africa and South America remained outside the
actual zones of operation, they were nevertheless indirectly very
much involved. An important naval battle took place at the estuary
of the River Plate. The largest South American country, Brazil,
entered the war as a satellite of the USA in the summer of 1943.
South Africa became a key naval base for protecting Britain’s
remaining safe route to India. Kenya eventually became the
Middle Eastern headquarters of the British army as soon as Cairo
was threatened, with the port of Kilindini (Mombasa) designated
to serve as a British naval base in the Indian Ocean after the
Japanese bombing of Trincomalee in Ceylon. Throughout the war
India remained the main logistical base for the British forces in the
Middle East, while itself becoming a theatre of military operations,
in the Assam and Naga Hills, following the Japanese conquest of
most of Burma.

Germany's attack on the Soviet Union not only endowed the war
with a new geographical dimension; it partially modified its SO(?IH]
character as well. For whilst it is true that the German imperialists
were out to plunder other countries, seizing mines, factories, banks
almost ubiquitously, this transfer of ownership affected other capi-
talists. In the case of the USSR, by contrast, the property to be
plundered was not capitalist but collectively owned.' Hence the
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intended appropriation involved a social counter-revolution on a
gigantic scale. A parallel can be drawn here with armies of the
European monarchies in 1793 which, had they defeated the French
revolutionary army, would have restored the ancien régime —i.e. the
social and economic privileges of the nobility and clergy — except
that in 1941 it would have been a foreign nobility.

The aim of Operation Barbarossa was the destruction of the bulk
of the Red Army west of the rivers Dwina and the Dnieper, i.e.
cutting off its retreat towards the Don and the Volga through a
series of huge pincer-like encirclement operations. It was based
upon a series of presuppositions, some of which drew upon
accurate military intelligence and judgement while others involved
a total miscomprehension of the situation in the Soviet Union. The
first assumption, which proved largely correct, was that Stalin
would be taken by surprise: that for this reason the bulk of the Red
Army would be concentrated relatively near the frontier; that it
would be unprepared for the attack; and that most of the air force
would be destroyed on the ground.? The second assumption —only
partially correct — was that the Soviet army would be no match for
the Wehrmacht; that its commanders would find themselves com-
pletely overwhelmed by the speed of the attack; that much of its
equipment and manpower would be destroyed; and that its will to
fight would thus be broken. In reality, however, while defence was
disorganized, especially in the central sector of the front which
bore the brunt of the Blitzkrieg, causing huge human losses, from
the outset Soviet resistance was much stronger than the German
command had foreseen. As a result, Germany’s own losses were
much higher than planned, and the momentum of the offensive
checked. The Wehrmacht lost around a million men even before the
battle of Moscow began. In addition, the Soviet medium tank T34
came as an unpleasant surprise, since it was superior to German
models (only later would the modified Tiger and Panther, incor-
porating the lessons of the battle-field, redress the balance). The
third assumption, which proved quite wrong, involved much too
low an estimate of Red Army reserves, both of man-power and
military equipment. The German staff had planned for 200-220
divisions of the Red Army, of which at least 150 were to be
destroyed in the first two months of the war. After that, the war
would be reduced to simple mopping-up operations. But although
the German army did initially annihilate some 150 divisions of the
Red Army, its opponent was nevertheless able to raise its fighting
strength to nearly 300 division (4.7 million men) by the end of the
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year.* So whilst the Wehrmacht won four impressive battles,
(Bialystok-Minsk; Smolensk; Kiev; Vyazma-Bryansk) during the
summer and autumn of 1941, it nevertheless failed to capture or
destroy the bulk of the Soviet army. Taking into account mobilized
as well as potential soldiers, only thirty-five per cent of the Red
Army perished in the first wave of the German offensive.

At the start of Barbarossa, General Halder, chief of the German
General Staff and, together with von Manstein, the top strategist
of the German armed forces, expected the USSR to be defeated
within four weeks. Von Ribbentrop told his Italian counterpart
Ciano that the collapse would come within eight.® The American
War Department thought that Germany would need between one
and three months to beat Russia. The British military believed that
the occupation of the Ukraine and the capture of Moscow would
take three to six weeks.® Isaac Deutscher was one of the few
observers to adopt a more realistic perspective from the very
beginning.

After the success of the first large-scale pincer movements,
Hitler, Keitel, Halder and von Brauschitsch proclaimed that the
Soviet army had been smashed. On 2 October 1941, in a speech
given at the Berlin Sports Palace, Hitler informed his audience that
‘the enemy was already beaten and would never rise again’. The
chief of the German press, Dietrich, stated a week later that with
the destruction of the Army Group Timoshenko, ‘the decision has
fallen in the East’. On 10 October the Nazi official daily, Volkischer
Beobachter, carried a headline across much of its front page pro-
claiming: “The Battle in the East has Been Decided’, adding that
‘Stalin’s armies have disappeared from the earth’. This was not so
much mendacious propaganda or empty boasting as self-delusion.
Dietrich confirmed afterwards that this early announcement of
German victory in the East corresponded to Hitler’s settled con-
viction. Subsequent proof to the contrary came as a great shock.”

This does not mean that the blows delivered to the Red Army
were minor ones, nor that they were the result of some deliberate
strategy of Stalin’s. Indeed, the defeats suffered in the summer and
autumn of 1941, and again in the spring of 1942, were horrendous.
The USSR came close to collapse.® 30,000 of its industrial plants
and 40,000 miles of railroad were destroyed and the losses in
agriculture were such that in 1945 Soviet agricultural output was
only half of its pre-war level. No political or military leadership
would have planned such a sacrifice, which in any case made no
sense in military terms.®
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That the Battle of Moscow was finally won by the Soviet Army
was due to a number of factors. The Wehrmacht lost valuable time
thanks to the stiffening of the Red Army’s resistance in September-
October 1941 and Berlin’s tactical hesitations before the final
attack. The Muscovite working class mobilised unforeseen
reserves, energy and militancy for the defence of the capital. The
German army began to feel the effects of lengthening supply lines
and the disorganization caused by the bad weather. Above all,
Stalin found himself in a position to divert a significant proportion
of battle-hardened Soviet forces from the Far East after receiving
authoritative information that Japan would remain neutral in the
German-Soviet war.'® The successful defence of Moscow was thus
intimately linked to the attack on Pearl Harbor.

Hitler had been stung by the news of the Soviet-Japanese Neu-
trality Pact, coming as it did so soon after the formulation of
Barbarossa. The German-Japanese alliance was never a real
military alliance. True, Germany declared war on the USA four
days after the Japanese moved against Pearl Harbor;'' but this was
less an act of solidarity than a consequence of the desire to intensify
the battle in the Atlantic against US cargo ships now becoming
vital to Britain’s survival. After the German failure to take
Moscow, and the start of the first Soviet strategic counter-offensive
in January 1942, Tokyo grew worried lest Germany became
involved in a long and exhausting campaign in Russia, hence
weakening the thrust against Britain and the USA. They therefore
tried to persuade Berlin to negotiate with Moscow. Berlin, in turn,
argued strongly in favour of a Japanese blow at Vladivostock, to be
followed by an offensive in the direction of Lake Baikal, in order to
finish off the Soviet Union together. Neither side prevailed.

Japan’s decision to secure the oil and raw materials of South-East
Asia led directly to the attack on Pearl Harbor, in order to prevent
the American fleet from coming to the assistance of the European
colonialists. Once the decision was taken, neutrality vis-2-vis the
Soviet Union logically followed. Ironically, the victor of Pearl
Harbor, Admiral Yamamoto, had been the most sceptical of all the
Japanese warlords about a war with the USA. From the start he
warned against underestimating American strength and set ashort-
term goal for all military operations on the grounds that the war
would be won in one year or definitively lost.'> At the outset
Japanese army and navy commanders had differed on how to
respond to the increasing pressure of the economic blockade con-
ducted by American and British imperialism. The army had
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favoured a war against the USA because it feared the alternative
collision with the Soviet Union and because it wanted to have its
hands free to crush China. This meant neutralizing the USSR and
cutting off Western supplies to Chiang Kai-Shek. The navy, on the
other hand, preferred to keep out of the war with the USA and
concentrate on European possessions in South-East Asia. Once the
decision for a combined operation was taken (i.e. attacking Pearl
Harbor and moving south against Britain, France and Holland),
the army and navy swapped roles: the navy pushed for an ever-
wider circle of operations, whereas the army wanted to concentrate
on consolidating the gains in China and South-East Asia.

The victory at Pearl Harbor was vitiated by two important
mistakes. Admiral Nagumo, who led the task force, first failed to
ensure that the US carriers were destroyed by the attack.'* He then
failed to arrange for a second attack out of fear for the safety of his
task force, though nobody could have threatened it at that
moment. He thereby allowed the USA to salvage half of its ships
(among them four battleships) which, though damaged, were not
actually sunk. As a result, and despite the initial great success,
Japan would be master of the Central and Southern Pacific for only
six months ~ after which the US fleet, expanded through a feverish
shipbuilding programme, could threaten the Imperial forces in the
Central Pacific and at the South-Eastern tip of the defence peri-
meter.

If the Soviet-Japanese non-agression pact seems reasonable in
the given circumstances, the positive military alliance between the
Soviet Union and Britain of July 1941, subsequently joined by the
United States, appears to be another matter altogether. Why
should one imperialist power ally itself with a workers’ state against
another imperialist power? Today, with Soviet Union having
become a world power, doubt as to the wisdom of that decision is
proportionately greater in the bourgeois camp. It certainly came as
a shock to Hitler, who was incredulous for several weeks. In the
conjuncture, however, it made sense — a case of choosing the lesser
evil. Unwilling to fight the war on the European continent, the
British and Americans saw the Alliance as one that would simul-
taneously weaken both Germany and the Soviet Union, after
which they would come in for mopping-up operations. To ensure
that the USSR would bear the brunt of German aggression
without collapsing under it, the two countries offered material aid.
It was a small price to pay for preventing Germany controlling
Europe and therewith her future ability to crush Britain and
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challenge the USA for world hegemony. '

It was the global character of the war and the goal of world
hegemony which inspired the Anglo-American alliance in the first
place and made its extension to the USSR a rational choice for the
Western bourgeoisie. In a letter to Roosevelt written on 15 June
1940, Churchill summarized what was at stake with great clarity:
‘Although the present government and I personally would never
fail to send the fleet across the Atlantic if resistance was beaten
down here, a point may be reached in the struggle where the
present ministers no longer have control of affairs and when very
easy terms could be obtained for the British islands by their
becoming a vassal state of the Hitler empire. A pro-German
government would certainly be called into being to make peace and
might present to a shattered or a starving nation an almost irresis-
tible case for entire submission to the Nazi will. The fate of the
British fleet, as I have already mentioned to you, would be decisive
to the future of the United States because if it were joined to the
fleets of Japan, France and Italy and the great resources of German
industry, overwhelming sea power would be in Hitler’s hands . . .
This revolution in sea power might happen very quickly and
certainly long before the United States would be able to prepare
against it. If we go down you might have a United States of Europe
under Nazi command far more numerous, far stronger, far better
armed than the new world.”*

While there was undoubtedly an element of panic-mongering in
this warning — intended to procure more US aid than was currently
forthcoming — Churchill’s basic reasoning was sound. If one added
to the picture the vast material resources of the Soviet Union, and
the geopolitical gains accruing to both Berlin and Tokyo in the
event of her defeat and/or break-up, the argument for an alliance
with Moscow became irresistible. From the British and American
point of view, all they had to do was keep the Soviet Union in the
war; the delay in the opening of the Second Front, real difficulties
notwithstanding, was motivated by this long-term objective: to let
Germany and the Soviet Union exhaust one another.'® The
Western Allies could choose when and where to engage Germany,
and their choice was governed more by political, than military,
considerations. The Soviet Union, by contrast, enjoyed no such
luxury: given her terrible suffering, immediate military aid was
much more important than long-term political gains. From the
outset the issue of the second front was therefore a real test of the
nature of the Alliance, the Soviet people paying in blood for the
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relatively modest food and military hardware aid programme from
the West.

Finally, one should add that Churchill was not completely un-
constrained in his decision to extend support to the Soviet Union
after 22 June 1941. Refusal to come to her aid or an attitude of
studied neutrality would have provoked enormous opposition,
especially in the working class. Furthermore, at that point in time
it was not at all clear how Britain could win the war without the
gigantic Soviet effort in the East;'” the whole situation of ‘national
unity’ could have been imperilled by an incorrect decision — and
Churchill was lucid enough not to make such a mistake.



12.

Towards The Climax

1942 saw a general buildup of forces in all the major warring
states, the fortunes of war swinging first one way and then the
other. By the end of the year there were two strategic victories. The
Wehrmacht was defeated at Stalingrad. In the Pacific the US Navy
scored a resounding victory against Japanese carriers at the Battle
of Midway. This historic victory at Midway gave the United States
the initiative in the Pacific, just as victory at Stalingrad would later
give the Soviet Union the initiative in Eastern Europe.

1942 was also the year in which a definite shift in the balance of
power within the Western Alliance occurred in favour of the
United States. In March 1942 the two powers had divided the
world into three strategic areas: the Pacific, to be the concern of the
USA; the area between the Mediterranean and Singapore, to be
the responsibility of Britain; and the Atlantic and Western Europe,
to be shared between the two. Not only did this arrangement
allocate China and Australia — two traditional areas of British
influence ~ to the American sphere; but once the Japanese Navy
began to venture west of the Malaya Barrier, the British were
forced to seek American aid in the Indian Ocean as well. The
Mediterranean also became a de facto shared responsibility after the
landing of the Western Allies in North Africa in November 1942.
In contrast, the American chiefs firmly kept their British col-
leagues out of decision-making in the Pacific.'

Economically, too, Britain was becoming dependent on the
United States. This was one of the main reasons why Churchill and
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General Allanbrooke were preoccupied with the defence of Suez
and the need to free the Mediterranean sea lane to Egypt and India.
The long-term implications of economic dependence escaped
neither London nor Washington. In February 1942 the British
were forced to sign a Mutual Aid Agreement in which they
pledged, in return for Lend Lease, to work for a multi-lateral
system of world trade after the war.2 That the voice of America was
becoming increasingly dominant in Allied councils was something
about which Britain could do very little, since the very American
economic and military might that was now eclipsing Britain’s
imperialist interests was what kept her in the war. The British were
forced to listen with good grace to the increasingly loud affirmation
of American leadership of the Alliance by the US bourgeoisie.?

The British Treasury, advised by Keynes, was very much aware
that the country would need some $4 billion of US aid on easy
terms to plug the expected deficit in the first post-war years. In
addition, some $7 billion worth of military supplies were required
to keep Britain in the war after 1943. Such help ‘in a manner and to
a degree unparalleled in international terms’, in the words of a
senior Foreign Office official, meant ‘parting with political author-
ity and control’ (in Churchill’s words). This was likewise under-
stood by US State, Treasury and War Department officials who
tried to link the question of aid to Open Door Policy in military
(bases, jurisdiction over certain islands) and economic consider-
ations (exploitation of resources; opening of markets) in all areas of
the world under British control. De facto Britain became a second-
rate power, the Second World War laying the basis for ‘the special
relationship’ between it and the United States.*

To their military and economic pressure the Americans now
added a political dimension: condemnation of the policy of
colonialism practised by Western imperialist states, which was
perceived by the US public as one of the main causes of defeat in
the Far East. This defeat had been astonishingly rapid. By the end
of January 1942 the British and Australian defence units had
retreated from the Malay peninsula into Singapore, only to sur-
render themselves in mid-February to General Yamashita.

Hongkong, the symbol of global British commercial interests,
and Singapore, the very heart of the Empire’s defence system in the
Far East, were now both in Japanese hands. Then, at the start of
April, the Philippines were taken — a heavy blow to the American
pride.® By mid-May nearly all of Burma was under Japanese occu-
pation. The Burma road to China was now cut and only the
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expensive air route across the Himalayas remained for the supply
of China and the American forces there. British India was threat-
ened in turn. This series of great Japanese successes represented a
major turning-point in the history of Asia, which no subsequent
defeat would completely erase; for once the West was humbled by
the East.® Only the American victory at Midway checked Japan’s
military momentum.

The collapse of British power in the Far East was not just a
question of the Empire’s weakness there. After all, Japan had
managed to conquer this huge area with less than 200,000 men. (In
comparison, the British Imperial Army lost 140,000 soldiers at
Singapore, most of whom became prisoners of war.)” Rather, the
defeat indicated the subject peoples’ unwillingness to fight for the
British cause. The Japanese victories reflected the decomposition
of the political and social fabric of British Imperial rule. The army
in Malaya had been hit by large-scale mutinies.® In Kedah, the
masses had risen against the Sultan; his son, Tengku Abdul
Rahman (later Prime Minister of Malaysia), kidnapped him and
presented himself to the occupiers, offering to broadcast a radio
appeal to the population not to resist.® In Burma, the Burmese
deserted the army created by the British en masse: even before the
Japanese army got to Rangoon, British rule had taken a heavy
battering.'® Thailand became distinctly pro-Japanese in the hope
of preserving the social status quo.""

All these events represented a grave danger to the British
presence in India. Already on 2 February 1942 Churchill was
writing to General Ismay: “The reinforcement of India has become
most urgent. I am deeply concerned with the reactions to Japanese
victories throughout Asia. It will be necessary to have an additional
number of British troops in India. These need not be fully formed
divisions, as they are for internal security against revolt.’? Indeed,
revolution was knocking at the door of British India. After the
failure of Stafford Cripps’ attempt to pacify the Indian National
Congress,'* Gandhi and Nehru launched a campaign of mass civil
disobedience in July 1942 to force self-administration for India, as
a step towards complete independence. The Indian bourgeoisie
took this step with great reluctance, since it never intended to wage
areal war on Britain.'* At the start of the Second World War, India
was without a nationally-based army, and the weak force around
Chandra Bose, who wanted an alliance with Japan, was a small,
ineffectual nucleus for a potential army.'* The native leadership
was forced to act, not only because of the great opportunity which
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British defeat offered to their nationalist cause, but also because of
the pressure of a rising tide of mass indignation at the grave
deterioration of the food and economic situation, of which the great
Bengal famine was the most horrific example.

Nehru described these pressures graphically: ‘With the fall of
Penang and Singapore, and as the Japanese advanced in Malaya,
there was an exodus of Indians and others and they poured into
India . . . Then followed the flood of refugees from Burma,
hundreds of thousands of them, mostly Indians. The story of how
they had been deserted by civil and other authorities and left to
shift for themselves spread through India. . . . It was not the war
which caused discrimination in treatment between Indian and
British refugees . . . . Horrible stories of racial discrimination and
suffering reached us, and as the famished survivors spread all over
India, they carried those stories with them, creating a powerful
effect on the Indian mind.’'® And even more precisely: ‘In Eastern
Bengal, in a panicky state of mind, in anticipation of an [Japanese]
invasion, tens of thousands of river boats were destroyed . . . .
That vast area was full of waterways and the only transport possible
was by these boats. Their destruction isolated large communities,
destroyed their means of livelihood and transport, and was one of
the contributory causes of the Bengal famine.”"” (The 1943 Bengal
famine cost 3,400,000 deaths according to a University of Calcutta
study.)"

Churchill, full of venom towards the movement for Indian
independence, and also partly out of sheer racialist prejudice,
decided against any help to alleviate the mass sufferings. Under
these circumstances, Gandhi and Nehru thought it wiser to
channel mass indignation through the movement of civil dis-
obedience than risk losing control over popular forces to a more
radical nationalist leadership or even a revolutionary one. The war
in the Far East thus made its own specific contribution to the
Indian struggle for independence. '

The Japanese conquests put the question of the future of erst-
while colonies after the war on the agenda. For the United States,
whose long-term interest in China and now in South-East Asia as
well was greatly enhanced by the war, the destruction of colonial
rule provided the stimulus for reviewing its own prospects once the
Japanese competitor had been eliminated from the imperialist
contest. Early on in the war Roosevelt had declared himself an
‘anti-imperialist’, and at American insistence the Atlantic Charter
proclaimed ‘the right of people to choose the form of government
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under which they will live’. Churchill, following the legacy of
Versailles and the policy of colonial imperialism which the war was
rendering redundant, chose to interpret this point as applicable
only to the European peoples. For the Americans, however, it was
a declaration of their intent to prevent the restoration of the Euro-
pean colonial empires after the war was won.?° Thus 1942 was the
year in which the United States began to formulate its own grand
design for Asia.

Japan had pushed its line of conquest not only to the South-West
but also to the South and South-East, occupying Guam, the
Marshall and Gilbert Islands, New Britain, Rabaul, the New
Hebrides, most of the New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. The
purpose was not so much to occupy Australia, which, Yamamoto
correctly assumed, would be the spring-board for the American
counter-offensive. Rather, it was to cut off its supply lines from the
USA: Midway, New Guinea, Samoa, Fiji and New Caledonia
were targeted in turn. At the beginning of May, however, the US
Navy prevented Japanese occupation of Port Moresby in New
Guinea and a month later came the victory at Midway. Following
Midway, the US Army and Navy began a counter-offensive at
Guadalcanal in the Eastern Solomon Islands which, while making
slow progress, became a terrible drain on Japanese shipping and
supply lines.

While the war in the Pacific captured the imagination of the
American public much more than the European contest, exactly
the opposite was true of Britain. For the British population, the
bombing and the threat of invasion came from Germany and this
concern with the German enemy would deepen with the war: eight
times as many Britons died in the war with Germany as with Japan.
For the British political and military leaders as well, control of the
Mediterranean was linked to the defence of British interests in the
Middle East which, apart from supplying oil — the bloodstream of
the tank and airplane war — was also the sea bridge to India. The
urgency of freeing the Gibraltar-Suez-Aden supply route
increased with the drain on the country’s naval and financial
resources caused by having to use the much longer and less secure
route via the Cape. In fact, so heavy was this drain that, combined
with the losses suffered in the Atlantic, it brought Britain nearer to
?;feat in the summer and autumn of 1942 than in the summer of

40.2!

Thus, although the British commitment to the war in the Far
East remained — because of raw materials and the defence of
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Australia and New Zealand - it was the conflict with Germany
which commanded the attention of the British Chiefs of Staff. Yet
British defeats in the Far East, and the poor performance of the
troops in North Africa for much of 1942, helped to encourage the
ever-present tendency in American military councils to increase
operations in the Pacific: by the end of 1942, 346,000 US troops
would be serving there (150,000 more than originally planned) —a
figure roughly the same as in North Africa. Official US policy
never changed; it continued to treat Germany as the main enemy.
But the US military always saw the Mediterranean as an area
where, prior to the invasion of Europe from the North West, the
diversionary momentum had to be balanced against the scope and
tempo of diversionary operations in the Pacific prior to the invasion
of the Japanese homeland.?

British imperialism was troubled by Hitler’s attempt to cash in
on the growing anti-British and anti-Russian sentiment in the
Middle East and Iran attendant upon German military successes in
1941-2. In 1942 German diplomacy placed considerable pressure
on Turkey (and its fanatically anti-Communist army) to allow the
passage of German troops through Anatolia in order to attack
Soviet forces in the Caucasus and the British troops defending Al
Alamein from the rear. At the same time overtures were made to
the Shah of Iran in the name of class and national interests against
the traditional British imperialist and Russian Communist foes.
Hence the fate of the two fronts — in the Soviet South West and in
North Africa — became concretely linked: the Western Allies’
ability to maintain themselves in the Mediterranean crucially
depended on the Red Army’s determination to block the German
drive to the oil fields of Baku. For, if successful, it would not only
have ensured plentiful fuel supplies for the German war machine
(and throughout the war oil was the Achilles’ heel of the Wehr-
macht) but would also have lined up Turkey and Iran behind
Germany, thus changing the whole geopolitical balance between
the Mediterranean and India to Britain’s disadvantage. Churchill
and Roosevelt sought Stalin’s guarantee that the Red Army would
stand its ground in the Caucasus, and dangled before him the
prospect of increased supplies via Iran rather than along the un-
certain Northern route to Murmansk.

Hence in 1941 and in 1942, the outcome of the war against
Germany, of the war as a whole, continued to depend on develop-
ments on the Eastern Front. For Hitler the war against the Soviet
Union remained an absolute priority; European Russia was to be



The Meaning of the Second World War 119

his India — the consolidation of German power in this part of
Europe was the royal road to Germany becoming a world power.
German forces in North Africa were consequently given only token
and hesitant support, and this factor more than any other allowed
the Western Allies to triumph in the Mediterranean in 1942.2 By
the end of the year British naval and air superiority had been
restored there, severing the supply lines to Rommel’s Afrika Korps.
Egypt and Suez were secured. Mission accomplished, the Western
Allies’ counter-offensive, directed at Italy via Sicily (Europe’s ‘soft
underbelly’, as Churchill dubbed it), was launched.

1942 was the year in which the Soviet Union once again came to
the verge of defeat. At the end of 1941 Stalin, intoxicated by the
successful repulse of the German advance on Moscow, became
convinced that the Red Army would break the enemy in the new
year. At his insistence Stavka almost immediately adopted a plan
for an all-out counter-offensive which was to strike simultaneously
at the three German Army Groups (North, South and Centre)
along a thousand-mile front. The scale of the proposed operation
was incompatible with current Soviet resources of skilled man-
power and materiel. In addition, it was strategically unsound: both
Zhukov and Voznesensky, then in charge of the war economy,
were against it. They proved correct. Once the intitial surprise
wore off, the German commanders were able to stabilise the front
line, leaving the Red Army with no strategic superiority anywhere
at the end of March. Worse was to follow. In April Hitler took the
decision to push towards the Caucasus so as to deprive the Red
Army of grain and oil, and to cut off its easterly supply lines.
Operation Blau, scheduled to begin on 28 June, was conceived asa
double-pincer movement which, driving to the Donets and the
Don, would meet at Stalingrad and, having snuffed out all Soviet
resistance, would isolate Russia from Iran and the Allies.

Almost as soon as the decision was taken in Berlin, Stalin had the
main outlines of the German plan in his hands. Once again he
disregarded reliable intelligence and continued to conduct the
summer operations on the hypothesis of a German offensive aimed
at Moscow. When, at the start of that spring, the Soviet Chiefs of
Staff turned to contemplate military arrangements for the
summer, they had pressed hard for a policy of strategic defence
which would allow powerful resources of trained and well-
equipped men to be built up: through a superhuman effort, the
factories in the Urals were by then producing new tanks, guns and
mortar which made the reconsitution of the Red Army’s armoured
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forces possible. Yet Stalin was once again able to override his
generals’ proposals in favour of his own policy of ‘simultaneous
attack and defence’ - i.e. a policy of generalised confusion.? In the
event, only one local offensive was unanimously supported: Timo-
shenko’s drive to Kharkov. German intelligence, under Gehlen’s
able direction, was fully aware of the absence of any coherent
strategy on the other side. The Red Army’s disastrous defeat at
Kharkov (largely due to Stalin’s insistence that the offensive be
continued well after it became clear that it had failed) was only one
consequence of this. For while Moscow fixed its eyes on Kharkov,
the German drive to the Caucasus was attaining maximum velo-
city: Crimea fell with terrifying rapidity. By mid-June the Soviet
Army had concrete evidence to demonstrate how wrong it had been
about German intentions: yet it took another month before Stalin
would accept that Hitler’s sights were fixed on Stalingrad.

When, in early July, the Panzer armies crossed the Don and
Voronezh fell into German hands, the battle for Stalingrad began
to take shape. Conscious of the dreadful predicament of the Red
Army, Hitler now broke off the concentrated drive to Stalingrad in
order to effect one final encirclement of the Soviet forces at Rostov.
But although the town fell, the Red Army - in its first orderly and
planned retreat of the war — escaped destruction, having suffered
fearful punishment. In August the German Army Group under
List overran Kuban and proceeded with a double-pronged drive
along the Black Sea Coast and towards the great oil centres of
Grozny and Baku. With the Transcaucasian mountains in the
Wehrmacht's sights and the Black Sea Fleet on the point of destruc-
tion, the fateful possibility that Turkey might enter the war on
Germany’s side confronted the Soviet leadership.?* The threat of a
total collapse and disintegration of the Red Army galvanized the
Soviet command. ‘Mass political work’ in the army, whose morale
had been badly shaken by defeat after defeat, was reorganized.
Mass conscription of Communist Party members was greatly
accelerated. An angry revolt of the younger officers resulted in the
military command securing an all-important margin of autonomy
from the political administration (run by the NKVD). Zhukov,
Vasilevsky, Rokossovsky and a score of other able commanders
now rose to the top, with Zhukov obtaining the post of first deputy
defence commissar.

The high command reverted to the dual command Supreme
Commander-Front Command, with Zhukov and Vasilevsky
bridging the gap between the two. At the front, the unitary
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command, which had been abandoned during the great crisis of the
autumn of 1941, was reintroduced.?® A real and rapid moderniz-
ation of the Red Army was now in the offing: tank-mechanised
corps, air corps, air armies and a long-range bomber force emerged
to provide the much needed strike power. Slowly and painfully,
after defeats and despair, the Red Army was turning into a viable
and modern fighting machine. Its decisive test would come at
Stalingrad.

The second consequence of the German success in the summer
of 1942 was the Soviet campaign for the opening of the second front
in Europe by the Allies. At the end of 1941, flushed with victory at
Moscow, and believing that the war was practically won, Stalin had
presented the British emissary Eden with his plans for a reorganiza-
tion of Europe. The British government, not wishing to offend its
Soviet ally at this stage (for fear that Moscow might sign a separate
peace with Berlin), chose to procrastinate. Now, six months later,
with four-fifths of the total German army deep into Soviet territory
and the Red Army in danger of collapse, Stalin abandoned all his
post-war aims and solicited Western help in the shape of a second
front which would draw off at least forty German divisions.
Molotov travelled to London, Washington and back to London in
the late spring and summer of 1942, without receiving a satis-
factory reply. The best the Soviet Union could hope for was a
second front in 1943, something on which the Americans appeared
keen but to which Churchill paid no more than lip service. Though
the Soviet Union could expect increased aid in food and military
equipment, it was made clear to Molotov that the Red Army must
fight alone — or go under — at Stalingrad.

When, that October, Hitler brought the German summer offen-
sive to a close, he made an exception of Stalingrad and the
Caucasus. By the end of the following month, however, Soviet
victory at Stalingrad was in sight. In the second half of December
the plan for a Soviet counter-offensive — Operation Uranus — was
ready. On 1 February 1943 Field-Marshal von Paulus, the German
commander at Stalingrad, surrendered. The tide of German vic-
tories was halted. The Red Army’s triumph at Stalingrad and later
at Kursk and on the Pruth made the Soviet Union a world power.



13.

The Decisive Turning-Points

In early November 1942 the Western Allies began their landing
in French North Africa. In February 1943 Japanese expansion in
the Pacific was halted by the US Navy. In the same month
Germany’s advance came to an end with the Red Army’s victory at
Stalingrad. Thus, within a few months the Second World War
turned to the advantage of the Allies. They had now conquered the
initiative and would not lose it again. Battles at Tunis, Kursk and
Saipan rounded out the turn.

As a result of these battles Vichy France would cease to be even a
pseudo-independent entity. The place of France (its alignment in
Europe) and, flowing from it, the future relationship of Europe to
the United States would be placed on the political agenda. Italy
would be invaded by the Western Allies and, in its own way, set the
pattern for the future arrangement of spheres of influence on the
European continent. The downfall of Mussolini and the with-
drawal of German troops from the Balkans would enable, for the
first time since 1938, the reemergence of a sector of the European
working class —in Italy, Yugoslavia and Greece — as an autonomous
protagonist in the global drama.

The tremendous increase in the Western Allies's material
resources through the reconversion of the US’s industrial mass-
production potential into weapons output, as well as the systematic
and increasingly efficient husbanding of the USSR’s huge indus-
trial capability, and reserves of manpower, fighting spirit and
military command, made it inevitable that the tide would sooner or
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later turn after Germany’s and Japan’s failure to convert their
Blitzkrieg victories into a final kock-out. Now the time of Blitzkrieg
was over. The moment had come for confrontations between ever
greater concentrations of mechanised weapons — in the first place,
tanks and airplanes — and their production and utilization on the
battlefields with maximum efficiency and tactical skill. Goebbels
formula of total war now became a reality: total war replaced
Blitzkrieg to the inevitable and progressive disadvantage of
Germany and Japan.' From their bases in Britain and the Mediter-
ranean the Western Allies would submit Germany and Italy to
round-the-clock bombings.

It was not purely coincidental that the decisive battles of the war
occurred so close to each other. In part it was due to conscious
planning. The battles of El Alamein and Operation Torch (the
Allied landing in North Africa) had been coordinated from their
inception. So had the approximate date of the US counter-thrust in
the South Pacific. The central planners of Anglo-American
strategy, Generals Marshall and Alanbrooke had, after a deal of
bickering, decided to devote roughly thirty per cent of Allied
resources to the war in the Pacific, and the rest to the war in Europe
and the Middle East. A good deal flowed more or less automatically
from these decisions. Whilst there was no joint military planning
between the Western imperialist powers and the USSR, the Red
Army’s resistance at Stalingrad and the Terek, in the Caucasus,
was obviously bolstered by the German defeats in the Mediter-
ranean and the increase in Western supplies they facilitated. So the
general links between the counter-offensive in the Mediterranean,
on the Eastern Front and in the Pacific are not hard to establish.

Beyond these links, specific battles were of course conceived,
fought and won. Montgomery won the battle of El Alamein by
achieving tremendous superiority in guns, air power and tanks. He
had over 1,200 guns at his disposal against Rommel’s 200, 700
tanks to Rommel’s less than 200, and absolute mastery in the air,
following a deliberate build-up of forces during the summer and
autum of 1942 and the progressive starving of Rommel’s Afrika
Korps of regular supplies (including oil and ammunition). The
battle of El Alamein destroyed the Italian North African Army.
But part of the Afrika Korps was able to escape. Montgomery did
not succeed in surrounding it, either at El Alamein itself or at
Mersa Matruh where this had been successively planned, pre-
ferring not to over-extend his supply lines.

The success of the North African landing, Operation Torch,
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largely depended upon the collaboration of the local French
military chiefs. The Western Allies initially transported only one
hundred thousand troops, who had to cover a huge coast line and
the immediate hinterland between Casablanca and Tunis. There
were more than a quarter of a million French troops in this area,
besides the remnants of the Afrika Korps; possible German-Italian
reinforcements also had to be considered. Though the French
units were badly armed they were nevertheless well-trained and
could have complicated the projected operation. Without first
consulting the British, Roosevelt moved to obtain, if not the
support, then at least the acquiescence of French military and
political leaders who, only days before, had been cooperating with
the Germans; the ‘Darlan Deal’ was thus concluded.? When, after
Darlan’s assassination, the Americans were pressed for an alter-
native, they chose the arch-conservative General Giraud as the
representative of French authority in North Africa.?

The question of who would be recognised as French spokesman
in this ‘liberated’ territory of France had significant implications
vis-a-vis the future legitimacy and role of a reconstituted French
state. Giraud had many qualifications in American eyes: he was
anti-communist, anti-German and anti-British. In contrast, de
Gaulle’s close involvement with Londor and his ambition — and
potential —to represent the French nation made him highly suspect
to Washington. The difference between Giraud and de Gaulle,
between the United States and Great Britain, also centred on the
question of whether France would be weak or strong after the war,
i.e. whether a capitalist Europe would be pro-American or rela-
tively independent of the USA. The British bourgeoisie clearly
understood at this point that Britain would not be equal in power or
influence to the USA and the USSR and therefore sought to
constitute a kind of West European bloc. And since France was the
key to British success in bringing together smaller West European
states, Britain began to agitate for the restoration of France as a
Great Power.

But the main reason for the difference in approach was Roose-
velt’s miscomprehension of the real social and political balance of
forces in France consequent upon the growth of the Resistance
movement. Giraud and de Gaulle became co-presidents of the
French Committee of National Liberation (CNL), which assum.ed
the power and structure of a government-in-exile. For the majority
of the French population, and in the first place the French working
class, Giraud was identified with the intention of perpetuating an
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authoritarian, anti-working-class and anti-republican regime after
the defeat of Vichy and Germany. A ‘national front’ explicitly set
on the restoration of bourgeois-parliamentary democracy,
including all the basic freedoms the labour movement had enjoyed
in the Third Republic, was the only realistic alternative for the
French bourgeoisie to an uprising of the French working class
following the collapse of Nazi occupation — a possibility only the
PCF could neutralize.* De Gaulle and Churchill displayed greatly
superior political judgement to Roosevelt’s, since they based them-
selves on the experience of a politically independent European
labour movement which Roosevelt had never known. A Giraud
solution would not have been ‘pro-American’. It would have been
unrealisable, or, worse from a bourgeois point of view, could have
led to civil war.

The war in North Africa brought rapid success in Morocco and
Algeria thanks to the cooperation of the French militarv, and
Dakar came as an additional prize. It failed in Tunisia, however, as
a result of the French Admiral Esteva’s manoeuvres.® His initial
intention to remain neutral collapsed with the arrival of the
Germans, who entered Tunis in order to erect a protective shield
for the retreating Afrika Korps. After a bloody battle Tunis was
taken only in May 1943.¢

The key battle of 1942-43 was the battle of Stalingrad. The
attack of the German Sixth Army under Von Paulus commenced
on 28 June 1942 and reached the outskirts of Stalingrad exactly one
month later. The Red Army’s defence of the Volga metropolis was
improvised under conditions of near panic. But with the partici-
pation of the workers of that great industrial city, it rapidly
assumed epic proportions. Wave after wave of German assaults
came within an inch of taking the whole city and were stopped each
time as the Red Army and the Stalingrad workers counter-attacked
and kept a sector of their city —a factory, a bridgehead — free. Their
long and heroic resistance enabled the Soviet General Staff
(Stavka) to prepare a counter-offensive. A considerable reserve
force had assembled behind the Volga-Don front, concealed from
the enemy. While General Halder was becoming increasingly
concerned about the vulnerability of the long flank north and south
of Stalingrad, Stavka had succeeded in assembling forces which
assured it of superiority in numbers and fire power. By November

1942 the following distribution of forces obtained on the ‘Stalin-
grad axis’:’
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Soviet German and Axis
tanks 894 675
guns and mortars 13,540 10,300
aircraft 1,115 1,216
manpower 1,005,000 1,011,000

It should be stressed that whilst increasing Soviet reserves,
shorter supply lines, US military assistance (especially in trucks
and tanks), rapidly diminishing German reserves and the internal
weakness of the Axis allied armies (Rumanians, Hungarians and
Italians) all influenced the outcome of the battle, the decisive
element was the long resistance of the Stalingrad defenders. It was
this resistance which depleted German reserves and gave Stavka
the necessary time to plan and organize in minute detail the en-
circlement of the Sixth Army. That resistance in turn clearly
reflected a social phenomenon: the soldiers’ and workers’ super-
iority in urban, house-to-house or barricade fighting. Already,
during the Spanish Civil War, a similar observation could be made
of the battles of Barcelona and Madrid in 1936. Chuikov, the
commander of the Soviet Sixty-Second Army, which formed the
backbone of Stalingrad’s defence, would later write: ‘City fighting
is a special kind of fighting . . . . The buildings in the city act like
breakwaters. They broke up the advancing enemy formations and
made their forces go along the streets . . . . The troops defending
the city learned to allow German tanks to come right on top of them
—under the guns of the anti-tank artillery and anti-tank riflemen; in
this way they invariably cut off infantry from the tanks and
destroyed the enemy’s organized battle formation.”

The brilliantly conceived Stalingrad operation, Operation
Uranus, was based on the possibility of two breakthroughs, to the
north and to the south of the city. Starting on 19 November in the
north and one day later in the south, it succeeded within four days:
the Sixth Army was surrounded and, despite a desperate counter-
attack mounted by Von Manstein, it would never re-establish
contact with the bulk of the German forces nor be adequately
supplied by the Luftwaffe.

By the end of the Soviet counter-offensive the Wehrmacht had
lost a quarter of a million soldiers, the Luftwaffe most of its reserves
on the Eastern front, and a huge quantity of tanks, guns and
ammunitions.® The political and psychological gains of the liber-
ation of Stalingrad extended far beyond the immediate military
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results. Thereafter, an important part of the German officer corps
and the German bourgeoisie, not to speak of a broad section of the
German people, lost the belief that the Third Reich could still win
the war. As for Stalingrad itself, Chuikov, who was made a Soviet
Marshal after the victory, committed the following picture to
memory: ‘The city ‘burned, covered in black smoke and in pul-
verised stone. From the summit of the Kurgan Hill, which was
called Height 102,0 on our maps, we could see but the skeletons of
buildings, ruins and mountains of bricks. Stone had not resisted
the assaults, but men did. Each ruin, each skeleton of buildings,
each pit, each stack of bricks, became a defensive stronghold. The
most stubborn fight was conducted for every couple of metres, for
every floor of building, and not only for streets or parts of streets.
Mamayev Kurgan (a hill) was the site of the most obstinate battle.
After the war it was calculated that more than a thousand shells or
shrapnel splinters hit every square metre of Kurgan. The earth was
overturned by iron and lead.”'® The scale of the battle of Stalin-
grade can perhaps be grasped better if one recalls that Soviet losses
in this single encounter were larger than those of the United States
in the whole of World War II.

However, from the standpoint of military strategy, there was a
flaw in Operation Uranus. The Soviet army had in fact, begun a
double pincer operation, the first — successful — designed to cut off
the forces of the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad, the second —
aiming at the Don estuary at Rostov — intended to cut off the whole
German Army Group A in the Caucasus. The latter encirclement
failed. One and a half million German and allied soldiers were
saved from annihilation. This was not only due to Von Manstein’s
undoubtedly skilful manoeuvres'' but to the stubborn defence of
Sixth Army at Stalingrad for two months in the face of extreme
adversity as well. Contrary to a legend spread by the German
generals, Marshall Chuikov correctly stresses that Hitler’s resolve
to stick to Stalingrad at all cost was not as irrational as it seemed. A
quarter of a million troops were sacrificed in order to save more
than a million. Three hundred and fifty thousand Soviet soldiers
were tied down around Stalingrad by the Sixth Army'’s resistance;
they could have made all the difference to the Red Army’s capacity
to take Rostov rapidly and cut off Army Group A." )

The Battle of Stalingrad, like all the important turning-points of
the war — the Battle of the Meuse, the Battle of Britain, the
beginning of Operation Barbarossa, the attack on Pearl Harbor,
the battles of Midway and El Alamein, the landing in Casablanca/
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Algiers, the landing on Guadalcanal, Operation Overlord, the
attack on Arnhem and the breakthrough on the Vistula, to name
only some of the most important ~ is further confirmation of the
crucial role of surprise, hence of inadequate enemy military intel-
ligence, in the success or failure of such sweeping operations.
Whilst the Abwehr espionage service in the USSR and the normal
reconnaissance services at the front — the Fremde Heere Ost — had
frequently warned since summer 1942 that the Soviet counter-
attack would occur sooner or later between Voronesh and the
Kalmuck steppe, they failed to discover the full extent of Red Army
preparation — the build-up of a reserve striking force of nearly fifty
divisions.'* Why this failure occurred remains a mystery, just as
similar mysteries surround the surprise effect of all the other
successful operations mentioned. Again, a likely, though no means
certain, hypothesis is that army leaders — and in this Hitler was
neither better nor worse than Gamelin/Daladier, Stimson/Knox,
Stalin/Voroshilov, Tojo or Eisenhower — are predisposed against
information which completely contradicts their established stra-
tegic concepts and thought habits, especially when political
prejudice and dogma combine with outdated military doctrine.

The Battle of Midway, which restored US naval superiority in
the Central Pacific, is another example of the vital role of intel-
ligence during the Second World War. In this case, however, the
reasons for Admiral Yamamoto's failure are clear. The US Navy
had broken the Japanese code and possessed full advance know-
ledge of his plan to draw the American naval force into a fatal
show-down battle around Midway, the feinted invasion plan being
the bait to catch the US aircraft carriers unawares and destroy
them with planes launched from the Japanese carriers lying in wait,
away from the supposed landing Armada. But the trapper was
himself ensnared once the plans became known to Nimitz. The US
carriers operated to the rear and not in front of the main Japanese
task force. They concentrated not on the defence of Midway
Island, but on catching the Japanese men-of-war. They had an
additional piece of luck when the Japanese planes interrupted their
initial attacks to reconvert from bombs to torpedoes. It was during
that fateful interval that the US planes struck in one devastating
blow and sank four Japanese aircraft carriers, which had made the
mistake of operating in close formation.'*

Henceforth, any Japanese hopes of effacing the US navy from
the Central Pacific and thus preventing a serious attack on the
outward perimeter of the conquests of 1941 and early 1942 —and,
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later, on these conquests themselves — were finished once and for
all. The way was clear for a generalised American counter-
offensive: the battles of Guadalcanal, southern New Guinea, the
Solomon Islands, New Britain and the Gilbert islands would give
US forces the necessary experience as well as bring them to the
outward perimeter of the Japanese Empire itself.

The Japanese high command sacrificed tremendous resources at
unimportant points of the peripheral war, obstinately refusing to
cut their losses and withdraw to the inner line of defence. A
fundamental split between the army and the navy supervened. The
army’s priority was to cover its positions in Indonesia and the
Philippines through offensive operations in New Guinea. The
Imperial Navy, on the other hand, was preoccupied with defence
of its great naval base at Truk Island, covered by its strongholds in
the Solomons. These differences over strategy paralysed the
Japanese high command for a fatal six months. '

A similar difference in strategic conception arose between
General MacArthur and Admiral Nimitz. MacArthur favoured
concentrating all efforts upon the reconquest of the Philippines —in
the final analysis, for political reasons. He understood the discredit
suffered by the Army — and Western imperialism in general —as a
result of the crushing defeats of early 1942. He was afraid that
without a spectacular victory there the Philippines would be per-
manently lost to the USA. Nimitz, on the other hand, understood
that the Japanese were capable of tremendous defensive efforts in
strongholds like Rabual, Singapore, Indonesia and the Philip-
pines, and wanted to bypass them through island hopping, aiming
straight at the Japanese homeland. In the end both commanders
were allowed to follow their favoured course, with a two-pronged
attack towards Japan, but with the US Navy carrying the main
burden of the military roll-back.

The US landing at Guadalcanal thus became the first important
test of strength between the combined forces of the USA and
Japan, less because of any particular strategic importance pos-
sessed by the island, than because of Japanese obstinacy in trying
to hold these distant positions'® — something which led to a terrible
drain on Japanese resources and a profound demoralization of the
army’s command. '’
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The War of Attrition

1943 and early 1944 saw a war of attrition develop on the Eastern
front in Europe, in the Mediterranean, in the Far East and over
Germany, like a slow build-up to the final onslaught on Germany
and Japan, which would occur in the second half of 1944 and in
1945. The tide had turned to the advantage of the Western Allies
and the USSR. But the reserves which the Axis powers could
mobilise were much larger than initially assumed. Their previous
conquests had provided them with a lot of space from which to
withdraw before the war could hit directly at their homelands.
Withdraw they did, but rather slowly, in good order and — at least
in the case of the Wehrmacht — with a deal of military skill. So the
war dragged on, with an increasing waste of men and material, and
awful costs for the whole of humankind.

But the outcome was never in doubt. In the war of attrition, the
Axis’ enemies held a trump card: the virtually unlimited resources
of US industry. While Germany and Japan ran into greater and
greater difficulties as a result of their increased losses, ongoing
mobilisation of soldiers and expanding output in the USA per-
mitted the Western Allies not only to replace such losses but to
build up their strength for a successful invasion of Europe.

The situation of the USSR was intermediary between that of the
Western Allies and that of the Axis powers. The tremendous losses
of territory, soldiers and weapons incurred between summer 1941
and autumn 1942 made it difficult to replace additional human and
material losses in 1943 and early 1944. On the other hand, the
transplanted armaments factories and factories newly built after
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June 1941 started to produce at full capacity in 1943. Together
with the Anglo-American weapons delivered to the Soviet Union
during the eighteen months of the war of attrition, this enabled the
Red Army to build up the necessary reserves to launch successive
and progressively more effective offensive operations against the
Wehrmacht. So a certain stalemate set in on the Eastern front
between the systematic German retreat and the real but still
limited offensive capacity of the Soviet forces.

This relative stalemate explains why it took the Red Army
eighteen months to free Soviet territory of the Axis occupying
forces and cross the Polish, Rumanian and Hungarian-Slovak
borders. But in this time the USSR'’s military power steadily
increased and Germany’s steadily declined, so that a qualitative
turning-point was reached in the second half of 1944 with the
Jassy-Kishinev offensive which marked the beginning of the end of
the Wehrmacht on the Eastern front.'

A useful index of the gradual attrition of German forces on the
Eastern front is the comparison of the Wehrmacht’s losses and
replacements;? the Battle of Stalingrad represents a point of no
return:

From December 1941 till September 1942
Losses Replacements
1,688,100 1,169,300
(replacements 69% of losses)

From July to October 1943
Losses Replacements
654,000 279,000
(replacements 43% of losses)

Nowhere were these characteristics of the war of attrition more
clearly visible than in Italy. Immediately after the collapse of the
Italian army and the Afrika Korpsin May 1943, the invasion of Italy
was on the agenda. In the face of some opposition from American
and British generals, Alanbrooke and Montgomery planned a
direct thrust from Tunis to Sicily and Calabria, which was
executed in summer 1943 without much resistance or cost. it
enabled the Anglo-American armies to accumulate valuable new
experience for the final invastion of Western Europe.

In Sicily, General Patton’s tactical talents as a leader of
armoured break-through columns — he was the US equivalent of
the German General Guderian and applied de Gaulle’s theories —
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came into their own. But the tactical military successes needed to
be put at the service of a broader strategic and political purpose.
And here failure was virtually total. What initially looked like a
rapier thrust into the heartland of Europe became a long-drawn-
out, painful and costly war of position and attrition towards the
Centre and the North of the Italian peninsula, lasting nearly
twenty months.

The nearer the war came to the Italian homeland, the closer
Mussolini came to being overthrown. For the Italian ruling class,
the problem was no longer how to share in the spoils of war; it was
clearly on the losing side of any move to redivide the world into
spheres of imperialist influence. The key question now was how to
save its basic property and class power in the homeland itself,
where mass discontent was becoming ubiquitous and where revo-
lutionary explosions were on the agenda, the opposition forces in
the underground - in the first place, the CP and the Partito
d’Azione — gaining in confidence from the Duce’s military defeats.
The king and the court clique, who shared responsibility with big
business for allowing the fascists to take power in the first place and
for their major crimes thereafter, were faced with the problem of
saving the dynasty at any cost. One can say that from the fall of
Tunis onwards, the Italian ruling class anxiously prepared a
reversal of alliances — something of which Hitler was well-
informed and conscious.® Mutatis mutandis, the same pattern would
soon repeat itself with all the other minor European allies of
German imperialism, — Rumania, Finland, Bulgaria and Hungary
successively. The German counter-moves likewise more or less
consisted of attempts to preempt the military disasters which such
reversals of alliance might entail by occupying the territory of the
former ‘ally’ and installing pure Quisling governments in the place
of relatively authentic governments of the native ruling classes.
The counter-move would fail in Rumania and Bulgaria (it was
never really tried in Finland). It would be largely successful in
Italy and Hungary, in the first place as a result of inept manoeuver-
ing by the native ruling class, in part as a result of lack of prompt
initiatives and reaction by Germany’s foes. ]

In Rome the court and army command around Badoglio experi-
enced no real difficulty in overthrowing Mussolini thanks to their
accomplices inside the fascist Great Council. As soon as the Duce
was removed from the scene, secret negotiations were started with
the Anglo-Americans.* An armistice agreement was quickly
achieved. The real problem was to coordinate the diplomatic-
military volte-face with the allied landings in Italy. Following the
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landing in Calabria, a second one at Salerno was planned to
coincide with the Italian army cutting off the German forces south
of Rome if not south of Florence. But the Wehrmacht took pre-
emptive action. The court and army command panicked. The king
ignominiously negotiated his personal safety and his family’s for
important military concessions to the Wehrmacht, enabling it to
occupy not only Rome but the whole stretch of territory from
Salerno to the capital.® The tactical surprise of the Salerno landing
was squandered through inept hesitation by American com-
manders.® The end result of the tragi-comedy was a real tragedy:
more than two-thirds of Italy fell under Nazi control exercised by a
reign of terror. It cost the Italian people (and the Allied armies)
tens of thousands of dead and terrible material destruction before
the Wehrmacht capitulated on 25 April 1945.

In Italy, the ruling class and British and American imperialism
had certainly underestimated German reserves and capacity for
reaction, as well as the skill of German military commanders like
Kesselring. But underlying the miscalculation was a deeper social
cause for the new war of attrition into which they inadvertently
blundered in Southern Europe. Their class interest was con-
fronted with a real dilemma: how to liquidate fascism whilst pre-
serving the foundations of the bourgeois state, i.e. their political
class rule, indispensable for neutralising or, if necessary, con-
fronting mass mobilisations and the threat of revolution. This
generated intensifying political contradictions, in which the Soviet
bureaucracy, mindful of its own interests, gradually began to
intervene through the intermediary of the PCI.” Hence the inex-
tricable complications of the game. Hence the failure of so many
maneouvres.®

A similar relative stalemate occured on the Eastern Front. After
the disastrous defeat suffered by the Wehrmacht at Stalingrad, the
German army concentrated on securing the withdrawal of its
forces from the Don, the Kuban and the Caucasus without a new
disaster. But Hitler and von Manstein — who was now de facto in
charge of the whole Southern front — wanted at all costs to prevent
the Red Army from retaining the initiative. After an otfensive
along the whole front in 1941 and an offensive limited to the
Southern front in 1942, in 1943 the Wehrmacht was only capable of
attempting to take the offensive on a small sub-sector of the Central
front: a good indication of the evolution of the balance of forces.
The chosen sector was the Kursk salient, where the Soviet High
Command had kept important forces ready for a breakout, and
which the Wehrmacht now thought of cutting off. A formidable
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quantity of weaponry — probably the largest of the Second World
War — was concentrated in this limited territory: 4,000 tanks on the
Soviet side against 3,000 tanks and self-propelled guns on the
German.’

The German attack had major flaws. There was insufficient
concentration of forces to establish the local superiority necessary
for a real breakthrough.'® Moreover, it lacked the element of
surprise: the Soviet High Command was apprised of the plan and
timing of the attack.'' The German Army had again under-
estimated the power, flexibility and leadership gradually acquired
by the Red Army since the winter of 1941-42. The use of mine-
fields in depth as anti-tank obstacles and of anti-tank guns under a
single command against a single target were very efficient new
tactics applied by the Red Army command against Operation
Citadel in the Kursk salient. So the breakthrough failed.

The Battle of Kursk is seen by many historians as the decisive
turning-point on the Eastern Front, more so than the Battle of
Stalingrad. After Stalingrad, the Wehrmacht could still conceivably
regain the initiative. After Kursk, it had lost it forever. At
Stalingrad, the Wehrmacht lost a quarter of a million men but
relatively little armour. At Kursk, it lost its key armoured form-
ations. These would never be reconstituted on the Eastern Front
(although they would be partially in the West). After Stalingrad,
the German High Command still had several options open. After
Kursk, only one option remained: orderly retreat, sacrificing space
for time so as to delay for as long as possible the moment when the
Red Army would cross the border of the homeland itself, hoping in
defiance of their better knowledge that some political miracle
would forestall that catastrophe.

The Soviet High Command had two priorities in the offensive
which followed its victory at Kursk: to break through around
Leningrad and to liberate the Donets and the Ukraine. Both
objectives were dictated by obvious socio-economic consider-
ations. They took precedence over the central stategic task of
destroying the German Army in the East. So the Wehnmacht could
manage an orderly retreat without major Soviet breakthroughs and
battles of encirclement. They came closer to disaster at Krivoi Rag
and Tcherkassy. But skilful manoeuvering prevented a collapse at
the front. Disaster would strike later, at Minsk, at the Pruth, and
in Kuckland ( . . . ).'2 Operations during the spring, summer and
autumn of 1943 and the winter of 1943-44 gradually led to these
disasters, involving as they did a gradual depletion of German
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forces, the disappearances of reserves and the Soviet achievement
of ever greater superiority in manpower, aircraft, tanks and fire-
power.

In the meantime, a new war of attrition had struck Germany in
the shape of the systematic destruction of its major cities through
carpet bombing. Air-Marshalls Tedder and Harris had been con-
sistent advocates of this form of warfare for several years, inspired
as they were by the Douhet doctrine. Churchill plumped for it asa
substitute for the rapid opening of a second front in France.
Roosevelt followed suit for similar reasons. From the outset, the
objectives of the offensive were unclear and contradictory.'> The
idea that bomber attacks would cause the German people’s nerves
to snap, and lead to a general breakdown of morale and hence a
readiness to end the war immediately, at any cost, proved utterly
mistaken. Subborn persistence — if not indignation — rather than
demoralisation, was the net effect of the resulting wholesale de-
struction and massive losses imposed on defenceless civilians. The
only demoralisation occurred inside the Lufrwaffe (particularly
affecting Goering and his immediate cronies) and, to a lesser
extent, inside the High Command, where the failure to adequately
protect vital war industries was recognized as a harbinger of defeat.

The second objective, that of forcing Germany to its knees by
destroying specific sectors of the war industry (in the first place,
synthetic oil, synthetic rubber and ball bearings), could probably
have met with great success had the British and American air forces
concentrated on these targets,'* instead of conducting inhuman
raids on the civilian populations of large cities, like the incendiary
bomb attacks on Cologne, Hamburg and, later, Dresden.

The following table indicates the extent to which Allied bombs
were concentrated upon civilian targets:'*

A B C Cas%
Period Total weight ~ Of which on of B

of bombs Industrial

dropped on sites and

Germany submarine

bases

1942 (quarterly average) 11,443 t. 446 3.9%
first quarter 1943 27,920 1,818 6.5%
second quarter 1943 46,377 4,796 10.3%
third quarter 1943 60,018 5,133 8.6%

fourth quarter 1943 52,734 10,130 19.2%
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On the other hand, the Allied air offensive against Germany did
have the effect of forcing the Luftwaffe substantially to withdraw
planes (especially fighters) from the Russian front for the defence
of the homeland:'®

Disposition of Luftwaffe

May 1943 October 1943
Eastern front 3,415 50.7% 2,312 37.6%
Western front 1,115 16.5% 1,153 18.8%
Italy 909 13.5% 571 9.3%
Balkans 299 4.4% 583 9.5%
Germany 998 14.9% 1,526 24.8%

This third objective was to weaken the German war machine by
a general disorganisation of communications and industrial
capacity. To come anywhere near attaining this objective, British
and American air power would have needed considerably greater
forces than it had at its disposal throughout 1943 and the first half
of 1944 (which is why Tedder and Harris constantly harped on the
necessity of qualitatively increasing the output of bombers). Its
forces were sufficient to achieve that objective only in a limited
geographical sector. The obvious choice of sector was the area
behind the intended landing sites of 1944 and that goal was by and
large achieved in North-West France and Belgium in spring 1944.

The impossibility of achieving the third objective throughout
the whole, or even the major part, of Germany was increased by a
steady improvement in German air defences during the attacks.
Anti-aircraft guns became more and more efficient. German
fighters now enjoyed the same advantages of the ‘inner line’ as the
RAF had possessed against the Luftwaffe during the Battle of
Britain. They inflicted heavier and heavier losses on the attackers—
especially on the US airforce, which had opted for daytime bomb-
ing as against the nocturnal raids of the RAF. The question of
sufficient fighter cover for the bombers’ raids came to the fore-
front. The Mosquito and Mustang planes proved the most efficient
in this field. )

Finally, there was the objective of causing a general disorganis-
ation of German society, a breakdown of urban life, a malfunc-
tioning of all the elementary mechanisms of industrial civilisation.
In this respect, carpet bombing was largely successful.'” So much
so that working-class strength was sapped and the possibility of a
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massive upsurge in German workers’ militancy (not to mention a
German revolution) — a persistent fear not only of the Nazis and
German imperialists,'® but of the Allies as well — gradually
vanished.

The paradoxical outcome of the war of attrition in the air over
Germany and Western Europe throughout 1943 and the first half
of 1944, was that the decisive losses for the German war machine
were not those inflicted by enemy bombers on their civilian or
military targets, but those occurring in the aerial battles them-
selves. By trying to protect the German factories and cities against
Bomber Harris, the Luftwaffe lost such a large proportion of its
own fighter planes that the Western Allies could conquer total
hegemony in the air over Normandy and Northern France in the
summer and autumn of 1944 — one of the main reasons they won
the Battle of Normandy.

In the Far East, the war of attrition developed simultaneously in
the Western, Eastern and Northern sectors. In the West, the
Imperial Japanese Army had, to all intents and purposes, lost the
initiative at the Burmese-Assam border. The Anglo-American
imperialist forces tried to initiate the reconquest of Burma with the
assistance of American-trained Chiang Kai-Shek forces, led by the
US general Stillwell. In 1943 these plans came to nothing. In 1944,
they began to enjoy some success with victory at the Battle of
Myithyiha.'® In the Northern sector, the Japanese Army stub-
bornly continued its attempts to break up rump China and advance
towards Chungking, Chiang Kai-Shek’s wartime capital since
1938. Chinese resistance gradually increased, with mounting
support from the US airforce and growing attrition of the Japanese
army as a result of steadily lengthening lines of supply and pro-
gressively decreasing air cover. Nevertheless, the Chinese still
suffered grave defeats in 1943-44. But it was in the Eastern sector
that the war of attrition assumed its fiercest form. Having taken the
initiative at Guadalcanal and cleared the main Japanese base in the
South Pacific at Rabaul, Nimitz's and MacArthur’s island-hopping
slowly progressed towards the Japanese homeland. Bloody
landings at Saipan and Tinian were followed by the nightmare
struggle for Iwo Jima in the Bonins. In each battle Japanese resis-
tance was fierce, but US naval superiority more overwhelming.

After the aerial assasination of Admiral Yamamoto, Japanese
naval strategy had become more hesitant. Following much soul-
searching, Admiral Koga imposed the ‘New Operations Policy’ in
the fall of 1943. A new inner line of defence—to be held at all
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costs—was established from Timor through the Marianas to
Manchuria.?® Replenished naval airpower was massed to inflict a
decisive blow against the US fleet sometime in spring or summer
1944. In the event, the vital defence perimeter was soon breached
at the Mariana Islands. After the notorious ‘turkey shoot’ off Truk
Island, which cost the Japanese three hundred planes, Koga's
successor, Admiral Toyota, decided to concentrate his entire fleet
of nine aircraft carriers between Saipan and the Phillipines. He
hoped to take the Americans by surprise in the course of their
landing operations in the Gulf of Leyte. But the US commanders
were appraised of the Japanese strategy, and once again the trapper
was trapped. Despite the initial advantage of their nearby air bases
in the Philippines, the Japanese were overwhelmed in the great
battle of attrition that began on 19 June 1944.%' The significant US
losses were quickly replaced by the burgeoning shipbuilding
capacity of the West Coast (where industrialists like Henry Kaiser
had adapted Fordist mass production methods to ship construc-
tion). By contrast the limited capacity and restricted supplies of
Japanese industry made a recuperation impossible. The battles of
Leyte Gulf and Lingayen Bay resulted in the virtual destruction of
Japan’s operational naval forces. What had been the world’s largest
navy in December 1941 had been destroyed by superior industrial
power and economic mobilization.
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The Final Onslaught

The Anglo-American landing in Normandy on 6 June 1944; the
August 1944 and January 1945 offensives of the Red Army which
brought it from the Dniester to the Danube and from the Vistula to
the Oder, respectively, capturing Hitler’s industrial base in Silesia;
and the conquest of the Philippines between the Battle of the Leyte
Gulf and the landing in the Lingayen Bay (November 1944-
February 1945) — these opened the final onslaught on the home-
lands of German and Japanese imperialism which would culminate
in their collapse in May and August 1945. All these offensives
ended in crushing defeats for the foes of the Allied powers. Only in
Italy did the Wehmmacht, under the guidance of Kesselring — its
most skilful field commander besides von Manstein — succeed
throughout 1944 and the first three months of 1945 in preventing
any break-up of its front.' Professionally, the Western Allied com-
manders proved themselves inadequate to their task, in spite of
numerical and material superiority. It was only in April 1945 that
Italy was finally cleared of German forces.?

The landing on the Normandy beaches, by far the biggest
amphibious operation in the history of warfare, was a daring and
outstanding organizational feat. In six weeks’ time one and a half
million men and tremendous quantities of weapons, ammunition,
supplies, means of transportation, building material, bridges,
petrol, etc. were brought onto the continent. Conditions were so
risky that the chief British planner, General Alanbrooke, doubted
its outcome until after it had achieved initial success. There were
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indeed tremendous obstacles — in the first place, minefields and
heavy artillery positions, as well as cleverly combined machinegun
nests — to be surmounted by the Allied troops on the very beaches
where the invading forces landed.

Moreover, the Germans had at least one Panzer division on the
spot, which forestalled Montgomery’s attempt to seize the town of
Caen at the outset. (It took the British army more than four weeks
to achieve that initial objective.) In general, the German Army was
superior in the professional skill of its commanders. It also had
qualitatively superior weapons at its disposal. These were factors
which undoubtedly could have defeated the Allies, or at least led to
a protracted war of position.> But these disadvantages for the
invading army, and the very real risks involved in the gigantic
undertaking, were outweighed by a number of decisive advan-
tages.

Foremost among them was absolute Allied air superiority. The
Luftwaffe was no more able to impede the landing operations than
the German Navy. Allied landing craft and shipping were able to
cross the Channel at will. Had they not, Operation Overlord would
have failed. Allied air superiority also involved a constant ham-
mering at the German lines of communication behind the front —in
the first place, the bridges across the Seine, the Somme and the
Loire, the railway system throughout Northern France and
Belgium up to the Meuse and the Rhine, and the highways
throughout France. This made the movement and concentration
of German reserves extremely costly and hazardous. A second
bonus for the Allies was the failure of the German High Command
to settle immediately on the type of defence with which to oppose
the landings. Rommel was in favour of an immediate concentrated
counter-blow at the disembarkation points, while von Rundstedt -
fearing the effect of Allied bombings on any troop and armour
concentration — favoured a more flexible response: he did not
believe that the Allies would be able to effect a quick breakout.*

In the event, things went rather differently from how either the
German commanders or the Allied planners had expected. The
Allied infantry was pinned down by stubborn German resistance
in a narrow beachhead for much longer than foreseen, making large
manoeuvres difficult. Montgomery'’s first attempt at breakthrough
in the east failed. The second attempt by Patton at Avranches
succeeded. But complete encirclement of all the German forces in
Brittany, southwest France and Normandy did not occur. It would
take the Allies sixty days to reach the Seine. In the end, in the
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absence of any long-term strategic conception other than a slow
whittling down of enemy reserves, German resistance began to
collapse. With the collapse of the German front at the Seine, the
Western Allies moved with lightning speed to capture Liege and
Antwerp. General Blumentritt, Chief of Staff of the German
Army in the West, wrote: ‘There were no German forces behind
the Rhine, and at the end of August our front was wide open.’ The
war came within an inch of ending in autumn 1944,

Two monumental strategic blunders by the Allied High
Command saved the situation for the Wehrmacht. After much
dispute and through Eisenhower’s arbitration, the American-
dominated southern wing of the Allied offensive against Germany
opted in favour of a gradual thrust through the heavily-defended
Moselle area, instead of moving further North - territory which
was largely unfortified and where the German Army had twice
achieved a massive breakthrough with much less armour than was
now possessed by the US Army. Simultaneously, the Mont-
gomery-led northern wing tried a breakthrough over the Rhine at
Arnhem, but with the forces which were only a fraction of those
necessary to effect the operation and despite the existence of large
reserves. The insufficient impetus of Operation Market Garden
was compounded by utterly inadequate intelligence: its com-
manders ignored the fact that a crack Panzer division was actually
on the spot at Arnhem, that the paratroopers would drop right on
top of it, and that they would be cut to pieces by superior armour
and firepower.®

The immediate purpose of the German Ardennes offensive was
logistical: to capture Liege and Antwerp and, with them, huge
Allied supply dumps, in the first instance oil, of which the
Wehrmacht and the Luftwaffe were already desperately short. As for
the broader strategic objective, this was based on the hope that the
internal contradictions of the Allied camp, and especially the
prospect of Soviet occupation of Eastern and Central Europe,
would convince the Anglo-Americans to go for a separate peace. As
Hitler told his generals in December 1944: ‘In all history there has
never been a coalition composed of such heterogeneous partners as
that of our enemies. The states which are now our enemies are the
greatest opposites which exist on earth: ultra-capitalist states on
one side and ultra-Marxist on the other; on the one side a dying
empire — Britain; on the other side a colony, the United States
waiting to claim its inheritance. These are states which diverge
daily. . . . If we can deal it a couple of heavy blows, this artifically
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constructed common front may collapse with a mighty thunder-
clap at any moment.”

Hitler’s calculation was rooted in a stubborn conviction — main-
tained against his generals’ advice (founded on accurate intel-
ligence) — that the Soviet Army would not be able to recover as fast
as it did and strike a blow on the Eastern Front which would take it
to the German frontier and within thirty-five miles of Berlin by
early February 1945. The Ardennes offensive did ultimately inflict
heavy casualties on the British and American troops — but with
disastrous strategic results for the German bourgeoisie. What hap-
pened was exactly what the military conspirators of 20 July 1944 on
the one hand, and Churchill and his colleagues on the other,
wanted to avoid: the arrival of Soviet troops on German soil and
the Soviet occupation of Hungary, Austria and most of Czechos-
lovakia.

So these German tactical victories were, in reality, huge political
defeats. The battles of Arnhem and of the Ardennes confirmed
that military victories are not ends in themselves, but means of
obtaining political goals which must be clearly understood and
prioritised. The same applies, mutatis mutandis, to Kesselring’s
successful resistance against the Allies’ attempts to effect a break-
through in Italy. Contrary to an opinion expressed by many
experts, including General MacArthur, the Italian front was far
from being a military ‘diversion’, i.e. a squandering of forces on a
secondary theatre of war which might have been better employed
in France or the Pacific.® Given the existing superiority of the
Allied armies on these two fronts, the diversion to them of the
thirty Allied divisions stationed in Italy would not have made any
difference to the outcome of the war. But the successful break-
through of these divisions in the spring, summer and autumn of
1944 towards the Po valley and, from there, through the Ljubljana
gap would have changed the map of Europe. Anglo-American
forces would have arrived in Budapest, Vienna and Prague much
earlier than the Red Army.

Kesselring’s ‘victories’ were in reality victories for Stalin. Of
course, the inept military command of the Allied forces in Italy
deserves equivalent blame to that laid at Kesselring’s door by those
capitalists who bitterly regret that it was Russian soldiers who
liberated Central Europe —at a heavy price in blood — from the Nazi
butchers. It was only in April 1945 that the German forces in Italy
were crushed — and by then the fate of Central Europe had already
been settled. The successive interruptions to the Red Army offen-
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sive from the battles of Kursk and the Donetz to the recapture of
Kiev, Smolensk, Minsk, the Baltic countries and Odessa, can be
readily understood. The Red Army remained short of motorised
transport. Huge problems with the supply and repair of the tank
divisions employed accordingly arose after each important
advance. Hitler’s ‘scorched earth’ policy made supply on the spot
nearly impossible. After the liberation of the Donetz and the
Ukraine, not a single big factory there could produce military
goods before the war’s close. With each successive retreat of the
Wehrmacht, its own supply lines became shorter. As German war
production was still intact — or rather, increasing - in spite of carpet
bombing (the high-point of tank, airplane and artillery‘output was
reached in summer 1944), the Wehrmacht in fact received greater
reinforcements than the Red Army. Its weakest link was man-
power, not material. But after the terrible toll of the previous three
years, manpower started to become scarce in the USSR too. More
and more women had to be drafted into the Army to make up for
the loss of male soldiers.

German field commanders proved to be skilful in retreat and in
organising local counter-offensives which repeatedly eroded the
Red Army’s build-up of reserves in advance of planned offensives.
The most successful of these surprise counter-thrusts were made in
April 1944 in Southern Poland and in August 1944 on the Vistula.

Once again, however, the German Army only gained time in
these holding operations, with no obvious strategic purpose. The
Red Army had such a porpose: to drive the Wehrmacht all the way
back to Berlin. This took longer than initially foreseen, but it was
by and large successful. And it entailed some brilliant operations,
especially the Battle of Minsk, in which nearly two hundred
thousand German soldiers were trapped and which broke the
Army Group Centre of the Wehrmacht; the recapture of the Baltic
states, which led to the encirclement of a large German army in
Kurland (the northern tip of Latvia); and the breakthrough over
the Vistula and on to the Oder in December 1944-January 1945.

From a strategic point of view, Malinovski’s and Tolbukhin’s
offensive on the Pruth, begun on 20 August 1944, was even more
decisive. By breaking up the Wehrmacht’s Moldavian positions in a
few days the whole situation in Southeast Europe was transformed.
The defection of Rumania and Bulgaria from the Third Reich
became inevitable. Admiral Horthy tried to engineer a similar
defection in Hungary, but just failed. Above all, the vfhple

Southern Army Group of the Wehrmacht — nearly a million
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soldiers! — collapsed in a military disaster worse for the Nazis than
Stalingrad. All Churchill’s schemes for arriving in the Balkans
before the Red Army were rendered impracticable. It was not at
Yalta that the ruling classes of Southeast Europe were ‘sacrificed’:
they were crushed on the battlefield, together with their erstwhile
German allies, on the Pruth.

In the meantime, a terrible tragedy evolved further to the North
on the main Minsk-Berlin axis. Spurred on by the ambiguous
appeals of Red Army commanders, motivated by the desire to
liberate their capital by their own efforts and to establish a more
favourable balance of forces for the London-based Polish
government-in-exile vis-a-vis the Lublin regime set up by Stalin,
and also anxious to obtain the maximum amount of weapons for
self-defence against ongoing repression by the NKVD, the Polish
underground Amnija Krajowa (dominated by the social-democratic
PPS rather than by bourgeois reactionaries) rose in Warsaw against
the German occupation forces when the Soviet army reached the
Vistula. The uprising was based upon a doubly-incorrect assump-
tion: that the Red Army would join, or at least help, them (Stalin
had promised this when meeting Mikolayczik the first day of the
uprising — a promise he repeated in a telegram sent to Churchill on
15 August 1944); and that the Welirmacht had been decisively
weakened along the Vistula. In fact, the Wehnmacht assembled a
still impressive force to counter both the Red Army’s drive and the
Warsaw insurrection. And Stalin blocked all help to Warsaw,
letting the Germans do the dirty work of liquidating the Armija
Krajowa he would otherwise have had to do himself. As a result of
that double miscalculation, the uprising was crushed by the Nazis,
in spite of the heroism of the combatants. Their butchers took a
terrible revenge: ‘After two months of merciless fighting, sixty-two
days of unending horror and atrocity, with 15,000 men of the 30 to
40,000 of the Armija Krajowa dead, the population forcibly evacu-
ated or murdered on the spot, 150,000 to 200,000 civilians im-
molated out of one million, the dead entombed in the ruins and the
wounded lying untended on the roads or suffering their last agonies
in cellars, surrender could no longer be delayed. On October 2
(1944) the fighting ceased: the Poles were collected for deportation
or extinction in the gas chambers, after which the Germans bent to
the maniacal labour of levelling Warsaw to the ground.”

The Red Army’s halt at the Vistula lasted five months. The
move from the Vistula to the Oder would occur in January 1945. In
the beginning of March 1945, the Wehrmacht would launch its last
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major offensive on the Eastern front — similar to the Ardennes
offensive in the West — around Lake Balaton in Hungary, in order
to cover the approaches to Vienna. After some initial success, the
offensive broke down, as in the Ardennes, because of a lack of fuel
and reserves. '°

After the defeats in the Ardennes, at the Oder and in Hungary,
German resistance was ready to collapse. The two main industrial
supply centres for the army — the Ruhr and Silesia — were pro-
gressively cut off from the bulk of the German armed forces and
occupied shortly afterwards. All German reserves had been used
up. Hitler again hesitated over committing his main forces to a
desperate last-ditch defence around Berlin or in a mythical ‘Alpine
fortress’ linked to Bohemian industry, but was unable to concen-
trate his forces on either of these two objectives. After the crossings
of the Rhine by the US Army at Remagen and the British at Wesel
in the North, the Western allies met the Red Army at the Elbe.
Zhukov and Koniev moved their forces pincerwise towards Berlin,
where the Wehrmacht made its last stand, inflicting heavy casualties
upon the Soviet army but never putting the end result in doubt.
Hitler killed himself on 30 April 1945. On May Day 1945 the Red
Flag was flying over the Reichstag. A few days later, the German
High Command surrendered.

Could the Anglo-American armies have arrived in Berlin before
the Red Army, given the delay on the Soviet assault from August
till December 1944? At the beginning of November 1944, the Red
Army and the Western armies were roughly the same distance from
Berlin, the Russians facing three million German soldiers with
4,000 tanks, the Anglo-Americans one million with 1,600 tanks."!
On 11-15 April 1945, a similar situation was in the offing.'?

Conlflicting pressures were put on Eisenhower, some (above all,
Churchill - but also Bradley) pushing him to take Berlin (even the
use of General Gavin's paratroopers was envisaged); others (e.g.
Patton) counselling a change of thrust towards the Dresden-
Leipzig area and Prague. Besides political considerations —
amongst which was not only the Yalta agreement, but also an
attempt to bypass the British and not let Montgomery move
quickly towards Berlin — there were two major military motives for
Eisenhower’s hesitations, which ended with the loss of the Berlin
prize: fear of the frightful costs of street fighting in the German
capital (he thought that the capture of Berlin would cost the
Western Allies 100,000 men; in fact the Russians lost 300,900 in
the battle for Berlin) and the need to transfer forces as rapidly as
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possible to the Pacific front.

Interviewed by Willy Brandt in 1958, Eisenhower said that if he
could do things all over again, he certainly would have taken
Berlin."* As things now stand, and given the available evidence,
there is no way of comprehensively judging the issue.

In the Pacific, the final offensive against the Japanese Imperial
Navy and Army occurred on two largely disconnected fronts, and
with increasingly political, rather than purely military, purpose.
At the Western perimeter of the Japanese zone of conquest,
Mountbatten led Allied forces towards a slow reconquest of Burma;
his main intention — by and large achieved — being to reestablish
the British hold over Malaya and Singapore and to facilitate
the reconquest of Indochina by the French and of Indonesia by the
Dutch imperialists. Hurley in China was writing to Roosevelt:
“The British, the French and the Dutch in the Far East are bound
together by a vital interest, namely repossession of their colonial
empires . . . ., because without their empires they would be
impoverished and weak. This interest is also binding because it is
based on the desire of the British to expand to the Far East the same
character of imperial hegemony of the three great imperialistic
nations as they have arranged for the control of Western Europe
. .. . You may therefore expect Britain, France and the Nether-
lands to disregard the Atlantic Charter and all promises made to
other nations by which they obtained support in the earlier stages
of the war.’"*

In Indochina such moves were preempted by the Viet-Minh’s
general insurrection and seizure of Saigon and Hanoi, from which
they had to withdraw, however, under heavy combined pressure
by British, French and Chiang Kai-Shek’s military forces. But
they withdrew, not to surrender, but to engage in a stubborn
popular war in the countryside which, via Dien Bien Phu and at
least in part thanks to the sanctuary they gained after the victory of
the Chinese revolution, would lead them back to Hanoi in 1953.

In Indonesia, the Japanese military command helped Sukarno
and Hatta to make a plea for independence on the eve of the
Japanese surrender. The Dutch organised a war of colonial re-
conquest against the national liberation struggle, which also
became intertwined with social revolution, although to a lesser
extent than in Indochina. After some oscillation and several
incipient betrayals by a largely corrupt national bourgeoisie, but
given the tremendous disproportion of forces involved as soon as
armed mass mobilization began to spread in a population of over
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one hundred million, Dutch imperialism had to withdraw.

At the Eastern perimeter of the Japanese Empire, MacArthur
and Nimitz pressed on towards the Japanese homeland. After
Saipan, the Japanese ruling class understood that it had lost the
war and began to look for a political solution. A first prudent move
in that direction was the elimination of General Tojo as Prime
Minister. Feelers were put out in Moscow, Ankara and Stockholm
for a way to achieve armistice. Meanwhile resistance continued and
even stiffened, with kamikaze heroism and the mass suicide of
soldiers (as in Iwo Jima), of soldiers and civilians (as in
Okinawa).'* The Japanese Navy lost its last operational reserves at
the Battle of Leyte Gulf in the Philippines. The Japanese air force
was practically wiped out of the skies.

Nevertheless, the US High Command was worried lest an
invasion of the Japanese homeland result in heavy losses. The fear
was founded on the experience of Saipan, Iwo Jima and Okinawa:
stubborn resistance and suicide missions for which, MacArthur
and Marshall feared, there were millions of willing candidates in
Japan itself. At Iwo Jima and Okinawa, the US forces lost 70,000
men, more than in Normandy. Their fear was reinforced by the
existence of a still powerful and largely intact Japanese Army in
Manchuria, some 750,000 men strong, which could be brought
home at the last minute to oppose the US invasion force. For this
reason, the US High Command and political leaders were in favour
of the Soviet Union joining the war against Japan three months
after the end of the war in Europe. This was the basic motivation
for Roosevelt’s conciliatory tone towards Stalin at Yalta.'® They
calculated that in all probability the Kwantung Army would stand
and fight the Red Army, in order to prevent a crossing of the Yalu
into Korea or even a landing in Japan, in the rear of the defence
force fighting against the US invasion.

However, US air raids — especially the incendiary bomb attack
which largely destroyed Tokyo — had so broken Japan’s will to
resist that the end of war seemed imminent. The USA and USSR
now switched their positions, with Stalin keen to join the war
against Japan (the Soviet Union declared war on Japan on 8
August) in order to get his hands on whatever booty he could find
in Manchuria and Korea, and the USA trying by every means to
delay the Soviet Union 