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Praise for
Scorched Earth

“If doubts remain that World War II was the most devastating conflict in human history, Scorched Earth dispels them. Even more, Paul Thomas Chamberlin challenges the basic notion of a struggle between good and evil. There is little good here except that this war of annihilation finally ended after taking its tremendous toll. And while historians have long identified World War II as a seminal influence on our contemporary era, none have effectively argued that colonialism in its varied versions was its ultimate ­legacy—until now. In previous work, Chamberlin contested Cold War realism; likewise, here he upends common assumptions about the Good War. He demythologizes in a way that eloquently covers this epic conflict in all its details—experts and war buffs will find a lot of battle descriptions that are fresh here—while provoking us to rethink our understanding of history itself. Truly a tour de force!”

—Thomas W. Zeiler, author of Annihilation

“In a sweeping and vivid narrative, Scorched Earth challenges us to abandon the simplistic hero myths that have blinded us to World War II’s devastating and continuing impact on our own time.”

—Drew Gilpin Faust, author of This Republic of Suffering

“A well written, balanced, and provocative account of the twentieth century’s greatest and most destructive war. Chamberlin covers all the major theaters of the war, smoothly integrating political and military developments. The author’s unorthodox interpretation of the Second World War will challenge historians to reexamine ­long-standing assumptions and beliefs about the origins and nature of this critical conflict.”

—Ronald H. Spector, author of Eagle Against the Sun

“The most up-to-date and enlightening global history of World War II. Chamberlin’s briskly written Scorched Earth is an unflinching account of the role played by racism and colonial aspirations in the conflict’s origins, brutal unfolding, and less-than-heroic outcomes.”

—Brooke L. Blower, author of Americans in a World at War

“What more is there left to say about World War II? A lot, it turns out, as Chamberlin shows in his brilliant, panoramic new history of the most colossal, catastrophic war in human history. New insights leap from every page, introducing even seasoned readers to fresh perspectives on the war. By reimagining the war as a global struggle for supremacy between different types of empires, and by focusing our attention away from Europe and more towards the rest of the world, Chamberlin provides a breathtakingly new interpretation of World War II. A truly remarkable book.”

—Andrew Preston, author of Total Defense




A NOTE ON NAMES

World War II presents an array of challenges regarding both proper and place names. Throughout the following pages I have tried to identify individuals according to their most common contemporary English usage (for example, “Adolf” instead of “Adolph,” “Fumimaro Konoe” instead of “Konoe Fumimaro”). I have also sought to identify places as they were referred to by my sources (for example, “Manchuria” instead of “Northeast China,” “Kiev” instead of “Kyiv,” “Danzig” instead of “Gdańsk”) except in extreme examples (for example, “Beijing” instead of “Peiping”). This usage should be understood as a reflection of my sources rather than as a political statement.
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Introduction

UNTHINKABLE

MAY 22, 1945. THE THIRD REICH LIES IN RUINS. OVER TWO MILLION Soviet soldiers occupy the shattered capital of Berlin, site of the last great battle of World War II in Europe. Sixty miles to the west, American and British armies are camped along the Elbe River. Halfway around the world, Japanese leaders remain defiant even as American B-29 bombers burn Japan’s cities to the ground. But it is only a matter of time until Tokyo, too, falls. The largest war in human history is entering its final months. Although they stand on the brink of victory, a growing sense of anxiety hangs over Allied leaders. Winston Churchill, prime minister of the British Empire, has just received a top secret paper prepared by his military staff. Code-named Operation Unthinkable, the study outlines a plan for a war against the Soviet Union to begin in just under six weeks. “The overall or political object is to impose upon Russia the will of the United States and the British Empire,” the authors explain. But defeating the Soviets will be no simple task. British commanders estimate that the Red Army enjoys a numerical advantage of well over two-to-one, with 261 Soviet divisions against 103 US, British, and Polish counterparts. “If we are to embark on a war with Russia, we must be prepared to be committed to a total war, which will be both long and costly,” they warn. “Our numerical inferiority on land renders it extremely doubtful whether we could achieve a limited and quick success.” Furthermore, what slim hopes Western forces have depend on taking a drastic step. The remnants of Adolf Hitler’s Nazi legions will have to be reconstituted, rearmed, and unleashed to fight alongside American and British soldiers against the Red Army.1

Churchill’s blueprint for World War III may sound like alternative history, but it was very real. And the prime minister was not the only one thinking in these terms. Two years earlier, in the summer of 1943, Geroid Robinson, head of the Russian division of the research and analysis branch of the US Office of Strategic Services (OSS)—­precursor to the CIA—had floated a similar plan “to turn against Russia the full power of an undefeated Germany, still ruled by the Nazis or the generals.”2 We now know that American and British leaders elected not to pursue these proposals. But the fact that they were even considered stands at odds with our prevailing picture of the Second World War. Why were Allied leaders contemplating a war against one another months, even years before defeating the Axis powers? Why were figures like Churchill considering joining forces with Nazi commanders to attack their Soviet allies?

THE SECOND WORLD WAR MAY BE THE SINGLE MOST STUDIED CONFLICT in human history—a subject search of Columbia University’s library returned nearly 160,000 hits on the topic. However, despite this exhaustive attention, the vast majority of English-language accounts offer a surprisingly one-dimensional interpretation of the conflict, portraying it as a good war, a crusade against fascism, a battle of the free democratic world against a heinous totalitarianism. This interpretation, what we might call the orthodox explanation of World War II, emerged in the 1950s during the darkest years of the Cold War. Scholars across the West found themselves living in a world transformed by the conflict: the old empires of Europe had been brought to their knees; the record of Nazi war crimes had discredited eugenics and scientific racism; an ostensibly ideological struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union had come to dominate international affairs. The first generation of World War II scholars produced histories that reflected this zeitgeist. They framed the war as a democratic struggle against fascism while downplaying racial and colonial dynamics that no longer seemed relevant. They chose to celebrate the contributions of the Western Allies while marginalizing the more problematic roles of Soviet and Chinese forces. They crafted a story that transformed empires into nation-states and conquerors into liberators. Theirs was a history of the war presented as a parable about the evils of totalitarianism and the triumph of an American-led democratic order.3

For the last seventy-five years, this orthodox explanation of the war has maintained a stranglehold on our collective memory. While every other major conflict of the twentieth century has undergone multiple rounds of scholarly revisionism—including World War I, the Cold War, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War, to name a few—traditional explanations have remained entrenched in the case of World War II. Why have newer interpretations remained so elusive?4 Part of the answer lies in the war’s overarching moral clarity. Nazi Germany stands as perhaps the most abominable regime in human history. The Axis powers committed many of the vilest atrocities the world has ever seen. And no serious scholar laments the defeat of Nazi Germany, fascist Italy, and imperial Japan.

But the orthodox interpretation of the Second World War falls short in explaining phenomena such as Operation Unthinkable. Indeed, if we look more closely, we see that the reality of the Second World War was far messier than the prevailing good-versus-evil narratives have led us to believe. Most historians now agree that Hitler’s legions were defeated not by freedom-loving American and British soldiers on the western front but by the slaughter of millions of Soviet soldiers driven by brutal communist leaders across the killing fields of Eastern Europe. The Western Allies contributed to this victory less through pluck and democratic idealism than through savage firebombing raids and atomic attacks on Axis cities that incinerated hundreds of thousands of civilians.

This book argues that history’s largest conflict was not the good war between democracy and fascism that history books often describe.5 Rather, it was a massive, colonial race war marked by vicious atrocities and fought by rival empires across huge stretches of Asia and Europe. Although the war destroyed European and Japanese colonialism, it forged the new American and Soviet empires and created a system of highly militarized states armed with nuclear weapons and focused on waging perpetual war against entire populations.6

The fires of war that raged across much of the industrialized world burned away a five-hundred-year-old colonial order and opened the way for humanity to build the world anew. The old colonial powers fought to the point of exhaustion only to be consumed by the colossal energies of the Soviet Union and the United States. These continent-spanning superstates, commanding seemingly unlimited resources and manpower, each worked to build new hegemonic orders on the ruins of a world devastated by war. Scorched Earth is a history of this transformation. It is a story of both continuity and change that seeks to understand how a war launched by horse-drawn armies in pursuit of colonial aims destroyed the old imperial order and created a new world dominated by nuclear-armed superpowers capable of projecting cataclysmic violence across the entire planet.

This new world did not witness an age of peace, nor did it eliminate the scourge of colonialism. As declassified documents such as “Operation Unthinkable” reveal, well before the end of the war, American and British intelligence officers were considering plans to enlist the still-unvanquished German military in a new war against the Soviet Union. Special teams of Allied soldiers were combing through the former Third Reich in search of Nazi scientists and engineers who would be conscripted to build the arsenals of the future Cold War adversaries. Soviet leaders were busy installing puppet regimes across Eastern Europe to serve as a strategic glacis against a future assault from the Western powers and dispatching spies to penetrate their allies’ weapons programs. While the superpowers prepared for the coming Cold War, governments in Britain, France, and the Netherlands laid plans to rebuild their colonial administrations in the Far East with the help of many of the same figures who had collaborated with Japanese forces during the wartime occupations. In this way, the upheavals of the Second World War set the stage for a half century of genocidal violence across Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East while Europe and North America perched on the brink of full-blown nuclear war.7

But it is not enough to simply acknowledge the often-ambiguous nature of the war’s violence and the fraught nature of its legacies. A sustained reassessment of the Second World War requires a fundamental reexamination of our basic assumptions about the conflict—its place in world history and the underlying aims of its belligerents, as well as the stakes involved in its outcome. The first step in this process consists of approaching the war not as a historical singularity or an event unto itself but as a conflict that was caught up in the deeper currents of modern world history. The following chapters argue that World War II represented a critical episode in a much longer story of the rise and fall of great powers, colonial warfare, and racial violence.8

Orthodox scholarship, by framing World War II as a battle between nation-states and political ideologies, has downplayed the explicitly imperial dynamics that suffused the war and shaped its aftermath. The architects of the Second World War came of age in a world dominated by great European empires—it was in this imperial context that they devised the plans and strategies that gave birth to World War II. All of the war’s major belligerents fought as empires in pursuit of imperial aims. Combat in Asia and Europe began as the result of Axis imperial conquests rather than ideological disagreements with the future Allied powers. Put simply, London and Paris declared war on Germany because the Wehrmacht invaded Poland, not because British and French leaders objected to the political tenets of Nazism or fascism more broadly. Likewise, Japan fought a war of colonial conquest across Asia, not an ideological crusade.

Approaching the Second World War as an imperial struggle helps to explain the genocidal brutality of the conflict. Through the nineteenth century, Western writers had become accustomed to the notion of “civilized” war: a type of conflict between established nation-states in which all sides respected a basic set of rules. Soldiers should wear uniforms, violence should be limited to identifiable fronts, civilians should be spared, prisoners of war should be treated humanely, and so forth. However, no such restrictions applied to colonial wars against nonstate peoples. Colonial warfare often took the form of wholesale destruction of non-Western societies that erased the distinction between civilians and combatants and promoted racialized violence. By the early twentieth century, most observers believed that such conflicts had been banished to the colonial hinterlands, far from the centers of Western civilization in Europe and North America and the cosmopolitan port cities of the Far East.

But they were mistaken. Colonial warfare provided a blueprint for much of the violence of the Second World War. The precursors of Auschwitz and Hiroshima can be found in the colonial world. The first concentration camps appeared not in Nazi Germany but in the British colony of South Africa during the Boer War. German soldiers launched their first war of extermination not in Eastern Europe but in the German South West Africa colony in 1901. The world’s first concerted aerial bombing campaigns targeted not London or Rotterdam but cities in the colonies of Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. When American and British leaders sat down to plan the amphibious invasion of Normandy, they drew on a wealth of knowledge gained over generations of war in the colonial world. The Second World War fused the colonial war mentality that made little distinction between civilian and combatant with a total war strategy that marshaled the entirety of the state’s resources for the purposes of mass, industrialized killing.

Berlin and Tokyo set in motion this fusion of colonial warfare and total war with genocidal campaigns aimed at transforming the heart of Europe and the bustling metropolises of Asia into new colonial spaces. Having launched the largest colonial campaigns in world history, German and Japanese leaders rejected the limitations of “civilized” war and unleashed the full terror of “savage” warfare on the peoples of Eastern Europe and East Asia. Soon, the Allied powers did the same, staging napalm attacks on population centers, sending marauding armies into conquered territories, and directing atomic strikes against Japanese cities. By the end of the war, civilian massacres had become integral to all sides’ combat tactics. As theorists such as Hannah Arendt and Aimé Césaire would later argue, the war’s worst atrocities are best understood as colonial violence returned home to the metropole.9

Positioning the Second World War within the broad landscape of world history also brings the conflict’s impact on the postwar era into sharper focus. World War II constituted a pivotal moment in the evolution of the modern international order from the age of formal colonialism to the geopolitics of the Cold War. Orthodox accounts that downplay the war’s colonial dimensions tend to overlook this transition, imposing an imaginary separation between the history of nineteenth-century imperialism and the dynamics of the Cold War. The effect has been to gloss over the imperial roots of superpower geopolitics and conceal the colonial foundations of our contemporary international order. The orthodox interpretation of the war thus becomes an instrument of absolution, purging the sins of empire and cleansing the postwar world of its residue.

This book seeks to peel back the layers of mythology surrounding World War II by offering a series of challenges to prevailing interpretations of conflict. It departs from a narrow focus on great leaders and military operations to examine the ways that history’s largest conflict remade the relationships between empire, race, violence, war, and the state. Geographically, the book moves past the beaches of Normandy to give greater emphasis to the war’s bloodiest theaters in Eastern Europe and East Asia. It breaks with the standard explanations of the war by arguing that race and empire formed the core dimensions of the conflict. It approaches World War II as a conflict thoroughly embedded in the longer sweep of world history. And in doing so, it works to excavate the war’s colonial foundations and chart out its imperial afterlives.

In broad brushstrokes, this book argues that World War II was colonial in its origins, genocidal in its prosecution, and imperial in its outcome. The roots of German, Japanese, and Italian aggression can be traced back to nineteenth-century imperial politics. Although usually portrayed as rogue states, the Axis powers are better understood as heirs to the grand strategy of empire-building through colonial conquest. Expanding on a playbook written by the Western empires, the Axis powers fused concepts of racial hierarchy and colonialism with modern military technology to launch a series of spectacular offensives across Europe, Africa, and East Asia. This assault overwhelmed the bastions of the international order, toppling the French Third Republic and forcing the British Empire to adopt a defensive posture against the threat of German invasion. Having thrown world politics into chaos, German and Japanese leaders turned to their next targets, the Soviet Union and the United States.

The Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union and Japan’s Pacific offensive dragged Moscow and Washington into the war. Berlin had opened the bloodiest theater of war in human history; Tokyo had opened the largest. As their adversaries rampaged across Eastern Europe and colonial Asia, American, British, Chinese, and Soviet leaders marshaled the vast resources of their domains in a desperate bid to stop the Axis onslaught. While Moscow built the Red Army into an enormous continental behemoth capable of overrunning the plains of Central Europe, Washington engineered a high-tech military leviathan designed to dominate the seas, stage amphibious assaults on any coast, and direct a rain of fire down on Axis cities. These rapid military buildups transformed both the Soviet Union and the United States into superpowers that eclipsed the British Empire and the older European great powers as the preeminent forces in international affairs.

The superpowers turned the tide of the war at the battles of Stalingrad and Guadalcanal in November 1942. These twin victories eviscerated Axis imperial ambitions and announced the ascendency of the new superpowers. The process of rolling back the Axis conquests hardened the United States and Soviet Union into neo-imperial superstates contending for dominant positions in the postwar international order. But competing postwar visions combined with the unequal burdens of fighting the Axis to place the superpowers on a path toward confrontation. While Soviet generals unleashed the crushing power of the Red Army in bloody land battles against the Third Reich, American forces staged amphibious operations to seize strategically vital territories across the Pacific, the Mediterranean basin, and Western Europe and deployed their massive new fleet to lay a maritime siege against Japan. As each power advanced, their armies established control over what would become postwar spheres of influence. In the closing days of the war, as the Red Army blasted its way through China, US forces launched atomic attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki that forced Tokyo into submission and blocked a Soviet occupation of the Japanese home islands. The end of the war found the Red Army camped across most of Eurasia and US forces commanding the seas from a network of bases stretching across the globe.10

Having slain the Axis beast, the Soviet behemoth and the American leviathan turned on one another, triggering a new forever war. This new struggle would be waged amid the ruins of World War II and a dying colonial order, and it would breathe new life into old imperial structures in the form of Cold War geopolitics. Armistice lines hardened into militarized frontiers as Soviet leaders installed puppet governments in shattered capitals across Hitler’s former empire, from Warsaw to Sofia, and US forces garrisoned the fallen outposts of Japan’s Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, from Guam to Okinawa. Armies that had been forged in the battle against the Axis now took stations along the front lines of the Cold War. Meanwhile, across Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, dozens of new states appeared inside borders drawn by the collapsing imperial powers. Over the next half century, old colonial fault lines and World War II battlefields reemerged as Cold War flash points. As leaders in Moscow and Washington engaged in an ideological struggle between communism and democratic capitalism, simmering ethnic and racial tensions metastasized into virulent new forms of nationalism that would gain power and influence in the twenty-first century.

Ultimately, Scorched Earth argues that the war’s legacy was not the destruction of fascism, racism, and imperialism but rather the creation of a postwar order in which highly militarized, neo-imperial states were forced to prepare for perpetual warfare and the prospect of nuclear annihilation. Our collective amnesia regarding the war’s colonial origins and its imperial fallout has stripped the conflict of its meaning, transforming it into a twentieth-century fairy tale. This book seeks to restore our understanding of the Second World War to its proper place in the wider landscape of modern world history. Viewed against this backdrop, the Second World War appears as the climax of centuries of colonial expansion and the catalyst for the reinscription of imperialism under the aegis of Cold War geopolitics.




Chapter 1

A WORLD OF EMPIRES

THE FIRST DELEGATES ARRIVED AT VERSAILLES JUST AFTER 2:00 P.M., driving up the tree-lined Avenue du Château before passing through the gates and clattering over the cobblestones leading to the palace. Outside, an estimated twenty thousand soldiers stood guard, holding back cheering throngs. Rays of sunlight pierced the clouds and glinted off bayonets as flags fluttered in the breeze and a dozen airplanes circled overhead. Within an hour, the last officials had arrived to take their places in the great hall. French prime minister Georges Clemenceau called the session to order and invited the German delegates to begin signing the document laid out before them. Less than forty minutes later, the ceremony was finished. The Treaty of Versailles brought the formal state of war between Germany and the Entente powers to an end. Clemenceau, British prime minister David Lloyd George, and American president Woodrow Wilson stepped out onto the terrace overlooking the palace gardens to be greeted by cries of “Vive Clemenceau!” “Vive Wilson!” and “Vive Lloyd George!” On June 28, 1919, after nearly five bloody years of war, joyous citizens across the Western world celebrated peace.1

While peace had come to the western front, war raged in the East. Even as the crowds cheered at Versailles, the town of Aydin in western Anatolia was burning. The chief of the Greek Red Cross reported that advancing Turkish troops had plundered the town, torching the Greek quarter and slaughtering their inhabitants. The corpses of massacred civilians littered ravines outside the town. “[Aydin] is a vast sepulchre,” wrote one correspondent. “Here hundreds of Greek and Armenian women, children and priests lie in nameless graves. . . . The broken columns of a thousand shattered homes are the mute witnesses of the martyrdom of the population.”2 While Greek and Turkish forces fought for control of Anatolia, a series of anti-Jewish pogroms swept through Poland and Ukraine. Marauding Ukrainian soldiers had murdered over a thousand Jewish civilians in the town of Proskuriv in February 1919. By 1921, pogroms across the region had killed over one hundred thousand Jews and displaced millions more.3

The residents of Aydin and Proskuriv had been caught up in the great upheaval unleashed by the First World War as the defeated land empires of Europe and the Near East were torn apart. The Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires were dismembered, their lands divided to form a series of new independent states and League of Nations mandates. Germany survived as a nation but was stripped of its overseas colonies and large sections of its eastern and western borderlands. The Russian Empire had been consumed by the fury of the Bolshevik Revolution, whose leaders had ceded a quarter of their prewar European territory, along with 40 percent of Russia’s European population, in order to secure peace on the eastern front. From the wreckage of these empires there arose ten new states—Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, German-Austria, Hungary, Yugoslavia, and Turkey—and five League of Nations mandates—Palestine, Transjordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. These transformations were not bloodless. Even before the signing of the peace at Versailles, vicious interethnic power struggles had broken out across a vast arc of territory running north from Vienna, through Warsaw and Riga, and south across the Balkans, Anatolia, Syria, Palestine, and Iraq. In the five years following the end of the First World War, over four million people were killed in civil wars or ethnic conflicts inside this territory. Millions more became refugees after fleeing before advancing armies or being forcibly displaced, victims of a savage round of ethnic cleansing sparked by the collapse of empires.4

Although the violence raging across Eastern Europe and the Middle East has received less attention from historians than the negotiations taking place at Versailles, it proved every bit as central to the world that emerged from the Great War. The architects of the Versailles Treaty hoped to create a new international order that would ensure peace and stability for generations to come. They understood their historic role as successors to the 1815 Congress of Vienna, which had given Europe nearly a century without a general war. Rather than stability, however, the next years witnessed profound strife born of sweeping political change, economic dislocation, imperial competition, virulent racism, revolution, war, and genocide. In less than a generation, the Second World War would weave these threads of empire, race, and violence together, with disastrous consequences for peoples around the globe. But the roots of this tragedy stretch far beyond the decisions of specific leaders. The origins of the coming war lay in the very structure of the Versailles order itself: an unstable imperial system constructed around racial hierarchies and maintained through colonial violence. All of the key elements that would fuel the future Axis reign of terror were present in the interwar period. It should come as no surprise, then, that an international order built on empire, race, and violence would help to give birth to a new set of far-right regimes steeped in racist rhetoric and intent on staging violent bids to seize the mantle of empire for themselves.

“Very rarely has Paris given itself up to joy as completely as it did to-night,” wrote a correspondent for the London Times in the early hours of June 29, 1919. A booming cannon announced the signing of the peace treaty as hordes of joyous Parisians crowded the streets. So dense was the multitude that city officials were forced to reroute the torchlight military parade planned for that evening.5

The Treaty of Versailles aimed to do many things: to ensure collective security through the creation of the League of Nations; to set up mandates for colonial territories across large parts of Asia, Africa, and the Middle East; to establish German guilt for starting the war; and to prevent the resurgence of German military power that might one day plunge Europe back into a state of general war. But no task loomed larger than that of establishing a new international order in the wake of the largest conflict the world had ever seen. “We were journeying to Paris, not merely to liquidate the war but to found a new order in Europe,” one British diplomat explained. “We were preparing not Peace only, but Eternal Peace.”6 Indeed, the most optimistic leaders at Versailles hoped to restore a balance of power to the continent and lay the foundations for long-term peace. Britain and France would serve as the central players in safeguarding this new order. On paper, such an arrangement seemed viable. Britain controlled the world’s largest empire, numbering over 530 million people and spread across thirty-five million square miles of territory. London also commanded the largest fleet of warships on the high seas. France held colonies in Africa, the Middle East, and Indochina with a combined population of nearly 113 million. While its navy was considerably smaller than Britain’s, France’s army was the largest in Europe. Together, the two Western powers had orchestrated the defeat of the Central Powers and now appeared destined to control the postwar world. As long as the French army maintained its primacy on the continent and the British navy continued to dominate the oceans, this new order might succeed.7

Imperial power formed the geopolitical cornerstone of the post-1919 international order. Such an arrangement would have been self-evident to the leaders at Versailles. For centuries, the ability to project power across vast distances and over foreign peoples had represented a key component of national power. Empires dominated the international order and remained the central players on the world stage. One needed only to look at a map of the world circa 1919, with its continents divided into empires and colonies, or to peruse the headlines of one of the many newspapers for sale on the streets of London, New York, or Paris to see that imperial projects and the violence they entailed were hardly out of the ordinary. Students of international relations remained fixated on imperial politics. As the world’s leading theorist of naval strategy, American captain Alfred Thayer Mahan had explained in his seminal work, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, strong navies allowed nations to expand trade, control overseas markets, and generate economic prosperity at home, which in turn increased power abroad. But a first-class navy required overseas possessions. “Colonies attached to the mother-country afford, therefore, the surest means of supporting abroad the sea power of a country,” he wrote. Thus, production, shipping, and colonies contained the “key to much of the history, as well as the policy, of nations bordering upon the sea.”8

And the seas were not the only arena of great power competition. In 1901, German geographer Friedrich Ratzel had popularized the concept of lebensraum, or “living space.” Giving theoretical weight to long-standing notions of race and colonialism, Ratzel argued that an energetic, growing population needed room to expand. Three years later, British geographer Halford Mackinder published his seminal essay, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” which identified the Eurasian heartland as the key to world power. “Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland,” he wrote. “Who rules the Heartland commands the World Island; Who rules the World Island commands the World.”9 In the early 1920s, German geographer Karl Haushofer synthesized Mahan, Ratzel, and Mackinder’s theories in his own version of Geopolitik, which played a formative role in shaping German ideas of world power.

The message for interwar leaders and would-be strategists seemed clear: great powers possessed empires. Colonial holdings showcased national prestige at the same time that they strengthened states’ ability to project force around the globe by providing bases for military operations and fueling stations for ships. In times of peace, colonies provided resources such as fossil fuels and rare metals, both of which had grown increasingly vital in the industrial age. Agricultural products from the tropics such as rubber, timber, coffee, tea, and sugar were valuable commodities. Colonies also provided the promise of new territories for white settlers in search of new opportunities. Underdeveloped imperial domains served as safety valves for European nations suffering from the pressure of rapid population growth. Imperial rule provided an opportunity for colonizing nations to build new societies and demonstrate the power of their ideas. In this way, colonies served as what one historian has called “laboratories of modernity”—they were places where new medical and scientific practices could be tested, where new military equipment and tactics could be perfected, and where forms of social and political organization could be created.10 Colonies also functioned as proving grounds for a nation’s martial strength. Generations of American, British, and French soldiers who had been hardened by fighting wars against native populations along colonial frontiers would one day return home to test their skills on the battlefields of Europe. Far from ending the age of empires, then, the peace that followed the end of the First World War was built on imperial foundations and maintained through imperial power.

Conceptions of racial hierarchy also sat at the center of international relations through the interwar period. Although many leaders had abandoned the explicit racist language of the nineteenth century—at least in official discourse and polite conversation—their worldviews remained anchored in deep-seated notions of scientific racism and white supremacy. These ideas were echoed in the prevailing discourse on “Western civilization.” While largely innocuous on its face, the concept of a unified West sitting atop a hierarchy of world civilizations evoked fixed racial and cultural differences between societies and served to justify the ongoing subjugation of colonized peoples under the auspices of the civilizing mission.11 In the same way, eugenics and social Darwinism lent an air of academic credibility to imperialism and white supremacy. However, the devastation of the Great War appeared to deal a heavy blow to the superiority of the West. The European great powers had fallen into a fratricidal conflict that had destroyed vast stretches of the continent, ravaged economies, killed millions, and threatened colonial power structures. The years following the end of the Great War saw a stream of dire predictions about the decline of Western civilization. “It was not Germany that lost the World War,” warned German historian Oswald Spengler. “The West lost it when it lost the respect of the coloured races.”12 Nascent anticolonial movements and rising immigration rates exacerbated fears of this decline.13 As these perceived threats to Western civilization conjured racial, ideological, and imperial anxieties across much of Europe and North America, a range of commentators warned of a looming race war.14

Throughout the interwar period, mainstream thinkers continued to conceptualize race as a key factor shaping foreign affairs. Indeed, the Council on Foreign Relations’ esteemed journal, Foreign Affairs, began life under the title the Journal of Race Development. The most widely used international relations textbook of the 1920s, Raymond Leslie Buell’s International Relations, had an entire chapter titled “The Conflict of Color,” which expounded on the threat of a coming race war. What religion and nationalism had been to earlier eras, Buell warned, race might be to the twentieth century. Alongside tensions between European non-Western peoples, Buell warned of racial disputes between white nationalities. A “nation intoxicated with racial theories is tempted to impose its racial ‘superiority’ upon the remainder of the world.” Buell identified three leading figures working to promote these racial theories. The first, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, had been raised in Britain and later moved to Germany. A virulent antisemite, Chamberlain argued that the Aryan race and its Teutonic descendants were responsible for nearly all of humanity’s achievements. In this view, race formed the foundation of all human history. His 1899 opus, The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, had sold 250,000 copies across twenty-four editions by 1938. In it, he argued that “physically and mentally the Aryans are pre-eminent among all peoples; for that reason they are by right . . . lords of the world.” Chamberlain’s work became an international sensation, earning accolades from such figures as former US president Theodore Roosevelt and German kaiser Wilhelm II as well as publications such as the New York Times and the London Spectator.15

The second of the three figures came from the United States. In 1916, American eugenicist Madison Grant published his seminal The Passing of the Great Race. Like Chamberlain, Grant saw race as the key to explaining the broad currents of world history. In particular, he identified the “Nordic race” as the progenitor of all the world’s great civilizations and praised racial prejudice as a natural means of preserving racial “purity.” He was perhaps best known, however, for sounding the alarm about the dangers to Western civilization posed by immigration of non-European peoples. Like Chamberlain, Grant won praise from such mainstream publications as Science, the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, and the Journal of Race Development.16

Such ethnonationalist jeremiads thrived into the postwar era. Grant’s most prominent disciple, Lothrop Stoddard—the third leading eugenicist—followed in his mentor’s footsteps with his 1920 book, The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy. Stoddard had earned a doctorate from Harvard while under the supervision of Archibald Cary Coolidge, who, in turn, was a founding member of the Council on Foreign Relations and served as the first editor of Foreign Affairs. Stoddard’s book warned of a coming clash of civilizations between the West and the nonwhite world. Stoddard recast World War I as the “white civil war” that had weakened the “white world [and] opened up revolutionary, even cataclysmic, possibilities” as the “brown and yellow peoples of Asia” mobilized for independence. Although he warned that “colored armies” might one day conquer “white lands,” the real threat, Stoddard wrote, came from “conquests like migrations which would swamp whole populations and turn countries now white into colored man’s lands irretrievably lost to the white world.” Above all, Stoddard insisted, the white world must develop a “true race-consciousness.” Again, these racist diatribes earned praise from the New York Times—which claimed that the book provided a “new basis for history”—and even secured an endorsement from the sitting US president, Warren G. Harding.17

Well into the interwar period, then, American and British prophets of race war occupied a central place in mainstream political discourse. Their books sold thousands of copies across multiple editions, received positive reviews in leading newspapers and academic journals, and earned praise from sitting and former presidents. Grant’s and Stoddard’s writings shaped state and federal legislation and forced their way into public debate. As the Chicago Defender wrote in 1923, “Probably no two books in recent years have had as great an influence on American government policies.” While Chamberlain’s, Grant’s, and Stoddard’s influence diminished in the 1930s, their arguments had been instrumental in shaping a set of widely held worldviews that looked to race and racism as key tenets of international relations. In 1939, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt hosted a luncheon attended by Stoddard along with Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles and other guests; as late as 1940, the Washington Post published glowing reports of Dr. and Mrs. Stoddard’s spring parties in Georgetown.18

While the American political elite rubbed elbows with racist luminaries such as Grant and Stoddard, leaders in London and Paris were working to consolidate their hold over newly won colonial domains. Under the auspices of the League of Nations mandates, British and French diplomats carved up the Arab territories of the former Ottoman Empire. France assumed control of Syria and Lebanon; Britain took Palestine and Iraq. The mandates amounted to imperialism in all but name. As British and French forces marched into Jerusalem, Baghdad, Damascus, and Beirut, they moved to crush all forms of nationalist resistance among the local population. The Western empires could kill rebels and imprison anticolonial politicians, but they could not destroy the seeds of nationalism that had taken root in the Arab world. In May 1920, Iraqi leaders began mobilizing against British authorities in Baghdad. This opposition quickly grew to include religious and tribal elements in the capital and beyond, each of which had its own grudge against the new mandate authorities. As the summer heat fell over the Euphrates valley, this political unrest erupted into armed revolt. British forces clamped down on demonstrations in the cities as rebel forces seized parts of the countryside. Although disunity and a swift British military response put down the revolt by late October, the cost had been high: some five hundred British and Indian troops had been killed, along with as many as six thousand Iraqis. For future generations of Iraqi leaders, the 1920 Iraqi revolt would be known as the bloody birth of a long history of nationalist resistance.19

Across the border in Syria and Lebanon, French officials also faced a rebellion. In the summer of 1925, anticolonial groups drawn from rural communities and led by veterans of the Great War launched a campaign of resistance against French authorities in Syria. By October 18, the rebels had reached the capital city of Damascus, where they were greeted by enthusiastic supporters. French authorities responded with a brutal bombardment of the city’s old quarter. Over the next two days, French artillery shelled the ancient Souq al-Hamidiyeh while aircraft strafed busy streets, dropping bombs and leveling large sections of the center city. The attack killed an estimated 1,500 people and marked the first full-scale “aerial bombardment” of a major city in world history. Meanwhile, French counterinsurgency forces swept into the surrounding farmlands in search of insurgents. In the capital, barbed-wire barriers and checkpoints cordoned off neighborhoods with rebel activity while French legionnaires patrolled the streets in armored cars. Alongside these military operations, French authorities declared martial law. In 1926 alone, Damascus’s military tribunal executed 355 Syrians—nearly one per day. Many of the condemned were hanged in the city’s public square, their bodies left on display to send a macabre message to other would-be rebels. After skirmishes broke out between Syrian rebels and mandate forces in early May in the Midan neighborhood just south of Damascus’s old city gates, French troops unleashed an even fiercer bombardment. For twenty-two hours, artillery rained shells down on Midan, destroying hundreds of buildings, killing one thousand people, and igniting fires that could not be extinguished because colonial authorities had cut off water to the neighborhood. As the fighting continued, the brutal French counterinsurgency took its toll. By the summer of 1927, French officials declared victory and congratulated themselves for pacifying the mandate. As the carnage on the streets of Baghdad and Damascus revealed, the colonial era was far from over.20

While British and French authorities fought to extend control over their new mandates, the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian, German, and Russian empires provoked a burst of violent state-building across much of Central and Eastern Europe. A complex mix of diplomacy, mass political mobilization, revolution, and war helped to create a total of nine new states across the region at the end of the Great War: Austria, Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Finland, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, and Yugoslavia. In the first months of 1918, communist and anticommunist forces fought a brutal civil war in Finland that killed thirty-six thousand people, amounting to 1 percent of the nation’s population. To the south, across the new Baltic states, German mercenaries—many of them veterans of the Great War—rampaged through towns and villages, slaughtering civilians, raping women, and plundering the countryside. Through 1919 and into 1920, militias in Budapest massacred some five thousand suspected leftists in their efforts to destroy the communist regime. No small amount of this violence across Eastern Europe took the form of pogroms against Jewish communities. All told, the upheaval that accompanied this reordering witnessed twenty-seven violent transfers of power by 1920 and an estimated four million killed—a staggering total greater than the combined deaths suffered by Britain, France, and the United States in the Great War.21

But no conflict generated more bloodshed than the Russian civil war. The Russian Revolution, which toppled the czar’s regime in 1917, plunged Europe’s largest nation into a series of upheavals that would continue until 1923 and claim the lives of some three million people. Although the provisional government that first came to power sought to maintain Russian participation in the war against the Central Powers, the burden of fighting combined with internal challenges to strengthen the more radical Bolshevik party under the leadership of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. In October 1917, the Bolsheviks staged an armed insurrection in Petrograd and proclaimed the creation of a new Soviet government. In order to buy time to consolidate their hold on power and eliminate counterrevolutionary challenges, Lenin and the Bolsheviks agreed to the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which ended hostilities with the Central Powers and surrendered massive stretches of Russian territory in the west. Confident that socialist revolutions would soon bring these lost territories back into the fold, Lenin and his top commander, Leon Trotsky, turned to the task of defeating the anti-Bolshevik “White” armies in a series of campaigns across large parts of Russia. Trotsky proved an able leader who managed to build the new Red Army into a formidable military force that turned the tide against the White forces. Meanwhile, Bolshevik leaders launched a reign of terror designed to root out domestic political opponents and bolster the party’s hold on power. The turmoil of revolution, war, and bungled agricultural policies plunged Russia into a catastrophic famine in 1921–1922 that killed another two million people.22

Furthermore, the shock waves from the Bolshevik Revolution reached far beyond the borders of Russia. Bolshevik leaders insisted that theirs was only the first in a string of revolutions that would topple the existing political order across Europe and beyond. For their part, anticommunist leaders across the region feared that the revolutionary contagion might spread. In May 1920, Polish forces launched an invasion of Ukraine in a bid to restore the eastern borders of their historic kingdom. The attack provoked a Soviet counteroffensive that took the Red Army to the banks of the Vistula, threatening Warsaw itself. Although Polish forces rallied and saved the capital, the war inflamed fears that the Bolshevik Revolution would spread across Europe. In January 1919, the Times of London warned that the “danger of Bolshevist imperialism” represented the most “urgent” problem facing the peace conference at Versailles. Not since 1789 had a European revolution so threatened the regional status quo. Bolshevik rhetoric lauding Russia as “the citadel of world revolution” only fed these fears. Likewise, the creation of the Communist International as an organization charged with spreading the revolution abroad convinced European leaders that Lenin and his comrades represented an existential danger to the existing world order.23

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, another emerging power also threatened to unbalance the world order, albeit through thoroughly capitalist means. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the United States had emerged as an economic and industrial juggernaut—a sleeping giant that threatened to dominate the globe. The American population of 130 million outnumbered the combined populations of metropolitan Britain and France. Added to this was America’s colonial population of nearly eighteen million—most of whom lived in the Philippines. However, America’s real power came not from its formal colonial holdings but from its economic weight. By 1938, the US gross domestic product stood at $800 billion; the British Empire came in second at $688 billion; Germany’s GDP stood at $375 billion, Japan’s was $232 billion, and Italy’s $143 billion. The Americans wielded their economic influence through a concerted strategy of Open Door diplomacy. For generations, US leaders had worked to break down economic barriers to American trade and secure overseas markets for US goods. When the nation had been a relatively weak power on the global stage, American efforts to gain footholds in overseas markets had been a matter of simple economic survival. However, as the United States expanded across North America, opened ports on the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, and built its industrial economy into the largest and most efficient in the world, the Open Door strategy took on an altogether different tone of free-trade imperialism. The Great War accelerated this process, transforming the United States into the world’s largest creditor. By 1919, the United States controlled a massive, though largely invisible, commercial and financial empire stretching around the globe.24

Through the interwar years, Washington played a central role in the international system despite the reluctance of American leaders to exercise direct political leadership. President Woodrow Wilson’s efforts to draw the United States into a long-term commitment to maintaining collective security through the League of Nations failed in the face of congressional opposition, and many American leaders hoped to pull back from world affairs in the wake of the Great War. But no amount of diplomatic disengagement could counteract the gravitational pull of US commercial, financial, and industrial might.25

Furthermore, instead of genuine isolation, American leaders pursued greater engagement in world affairs where and when it suited their purposes. The United States took a leading role in working to secure long-term Anglo-American military supremacy on the high seas, guaranteeing that the existing balance of naval power remained unchanged. While the Treaty of Versailles had sought to cripple German military power and guarantee that the Great War’s victors would maintain supremacy in Europe, the 1922 Washington Naval Treaty endeavored to prevent a new naval arms race and ensure US and British dominance over the seas. The treaty fixed the disbursement of British, US, and Japanese battleships at a ratio of five to five to three. Italy and France each received lower allocations of 1.75. The terms of the agreement also limited the number of aircraft carriers allowed to the major naval powers, again giving a decisive advantage to Britain and the United States over powers such as Japan, France, and Italy. While US and British leaders heralded the treaty as a triumph in efforts to block a new and dangerous arms race, other nations resented a post-1919 world order that seemed designed to relegate them to the status of second-class powers.

Rather than stability, then, the interwar years were marked by a sense of revolutionary change and growing unrest. As the specter of Bolshevism took shape to the east, the colossal forces of American industrial capitalism threatened to subsume Europe from the west. All the while, the guardians of the Versailles order, Britain and France, busied themselves with their imperial ventures across Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. The Great War had ended, but geopolitical tensions remained high. A young Italian newspaper editor named Benito Mussolini, writing in 1918, captured the sentiment: “The whole earth trembles. All continents are riven by the same crisis. There is not a single part of the planet . . . which is not shaken by the cyclone. In old Europe, men disappear, systems break, institutions collapse.” In the following years, the young editor watched as Britain and France expanded their empires while Italy was forced to settle for meager territorial gains. He railed against these perceived injustices and called on his countrymen to reclaim their imperial destiny. “Italy’s hour has not yet rung,” he thundered in May 1919, “but fate decrees that it surely will. . . . [Italy] feels the irresistible attraction of the Mediterranean which will itself open the way to Africa. A two thousand year old tradition calls Italy to the shores of the black continent whose venerated relics are reminders of the Roman Empire.” In the coming years, these ideas would harden as Mussolini and his comrades in the National Fascist Party gained influence. The fascist leader had every intention, should he gain control of Italy, of rectifying the crimes of Versailles. As he announced in December 1921, “Either there will be a new war, or we will have a treaty revision!”26

Mussolini was not alone. Through the 1920s, a growing number of political and military leaders across Europe and Asia began working to reestablish order amid this chaos and to restore a sense of national glory that they felt had been lost in the aftermath of the Great War. Drawn to the politics of the far right, many of these aspiring leaders found inspiration in the legacies of empire, notions of racial identity, the glorification of violence, and strident anticommunism. In a world raked by revolutionary upheavals and social unrest, these right-wing forces promised a return to traditional values and national pride.

On the night of October 27, 1922, Mussolini, now head of the Italian National Fascist Party, staged his infamous “March on Rome” at the head of thirty thousand black-shirted thugs. Divided and weak, the Italian government collapsed before the fascist show of force. By the end of the month, Mussolini had become Italy’s new prime minister. He quickly set about creating an authoritarian state, eliminating rivals, and crushing all opposition to his leadership. Having conquered Italy, Mussolini now turned his gaze to the Mediterranean and beyond. He exhorted his followers to seek out an Italian spazio vitale (vital space). In order to become a great nation, he claimed, Italy had to expand and seize new territories. Like many European leaders of his era, Mussolini believed in the concept of social Darwinism. Races rose and fell in a mortal struggle; the strong survived, and the weak perished. Italy, he warned shortly before coming to power, could not “live eternally in its confines without the threat of suffocation and death.” The fate of Italy and the whole European race was at stake, he explained later, evoking the “Black peril” and “Yellow peril”: “The entire white race, the Western race, can be submerged by the other races of colour that multiply with a rhythm unknown to ours. Are the Blacks and Yellows at the door? Yes, they are at the door.” The solution, ultimately, lay in an effort to increase Italy’s population. “The military power of the state and the future of the security of the nation are linked to the demographic problem,” he wrote in 1934, “a vexing problem for all the countries of the white race including our own.” Mussolini’s goal, then, was to reclaim the lost glories of the Roman Empire, the pursuit of which would entail waves of cleansing violence that would at once purify the nation and give it the spazio vitale it would need to survive. There was no other choice.27

Weimar Germany also emerged as a hotbed of nationalist resentment. The Versailles Treaty had cleaved off 13 percent of Germany’s pre-1914 territory, containing 10 percent of its population. One in ten Germans now lived outside the borders of the fatherland. Likewise, Germany had lost its overseas colonies in Africa and its concessions in China. But not all Germans were prepared to abandon the dream of empire. In the years following the armistice, the German Colonial Society established some 250 branches consisting of thirty thousand members who called for a return of Germany’s overseas domains. Even more influential were those elements of German society that called for the restoration of Germany’s lost continental empire. While academics such as Karl Haushofer lectured to packed halls on the geopolitical necessity of lebensraum, popular writers such as Paul Rohrbach and Hans Grimm celebrated Germany’s imperial past and extolled their countrymen to rise to the challenge of reestablishing Germany as a great power. Grimm’s 1926 novel, Volk ohne Raum (People without space), sold over three hundred thousand copies in its first decade in print.28

The most strident voices argued that Versailles had reduced Germany from an empire to a colony. Many Germans considered their nation heir to an imperial legacy stretching back to the coronation of Charlemagne in the year 800. For the better part of a thousand years, the Holy Roman Empire had sat at the center of European geopolitics. Prussian forces had been instrumental in the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815, and a united Germany had nearly conquered the continent in the Great War. But defeat had brought this once-great empire to its knees. German nationalists resented what many felt was a punitive peace designed to cripple the nation and deprive it of its rightful place as the most powerful state in continental Europe. Foreign troops occupied sections of the Rhineland. That many of these troops were drawn from French colonies in North and West Africa triggered racialized fears throughout the country over the “subhuman beasts” who had been loosed among the population. German newspapers wrote of the “black horror on the Rhine” as a threat to German women, the German family, and German society itself.

Meanwhile, conspiracy theories circulated through the country about the Jewish, Marxist, and/or liberal “stab in the back” that supposedly constituted the real cause of Germany’s defeat in the war. Building on these fantasies, journalists, writers, and a growing number of political leaders warned that the victorious Anglo-American “cartel” was engaged in the aggressive economic colonization of Germany. Together with local Jewish, Marxist, and liberal collaborators, these rapacious foreign powers, they claimed, were transforming Germany into a colony of Western capitalism. Widespread conspiracy theories placed Germany’s Jewish minority at the vanguard of this colonial assault. As General Erich Ludendorff, German hero of the Great War, insisted, the Jews had “acquired a dominant influence in the ‘war corporations’ . . . which gave them the occasion to enrich themselves at the expense of the German people and to take possession of the German economy, in order to achieve one of the power goals of the Jewish people.” Millions of Germans imagined that they, the indigenous peoples of Central Europe, were now targets of a hostile invasion led by Jewish colonizers, the British, French, and American governments, and capitalism itself.29

Among the thousands of Germans entranced by these fantasies was a young radical named Adolf Hitler. A failed artist from Austria, Hitler had served in the German army during the Great War. While convalescing after being wounded in a mustard gas attack, he became one of the millions of Germans who were shocked to learn of Germany’s surrender in November 1918. After the armistice, he joined the German Workers’ Party (precursor to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, or Nazi Party) while working in army intelligence and quickly moved into the party’s inner circle. The young Hitler now threw himself into a quest to restore Germany’s lost glory. He was particularly taken with tales of Germany’s mythical past, a deep distrust of capitalism and the Versailles Treaty, and a raging antisemitism. In speeches delivered to growing crowds in Munich beer halls, Hitler electrified audiences, tapping into currents of anger and resentment that he then channeled into ever-broader support for the Nazi Party. In November 1923, Hitler and some six hundred Nazis burst into a political meeting being held in a Munich beer hall in an attempt to launch a coup that would topple the German government. Local police responded quickly, scattering the Nazis, rounding up their leaders, and putting an end to the so-called Beer Hall Putsch. For his involvement in the attempted coup, Hitler received a five-year sentence (of which he would serve less than a year) in Bavaria’s Landsberg Prison. He spent his relatively comfortable incarceration poring over the works of philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, historian Leopold von Ranke, and British imperialist and antisemite Houston Stewart Chamberlain. It was also in Landsberg that Hitler dictated his rambling manifesto, Mein Kampf, to his assistant, Rudolph Hess, a former student of Karl Haushofer.

Published in 1925, Hitler’s book revealed a mind unhinged by racism and intoxicated by fantasies of imperial power. Mein Kampf blended Friedrich Ratzel’s and Haushofer’s arguments about Germany’s need for lebensraum with tales of ancient German conquests in eastern lands, reframing them in the post-1919 realities of Weimar Germany. Dismissed by critics as a semicoherent collection of rants inspired by adolescent fantasies, the book found an audience with disgruntled right-wing Germans. Hitler based his argument on a reading of history as a great struggle between competing races. In this struggle, the Aryan master race was assailed by the degenerate race of Jews. At present, according to Hitler, the “blood Jew,” working under the guise of Bolshevism, had “killed or let starve to death around 30 million people [in Russia] in truly satanic savagery in order to secure rule over a great people of a bunch of Jewish literati and stock-market bandits.” It was the Nazi Party’s “mission” to awaken the German peoples to their destiny, which simultaneously called for crusades to destroy “Jewish Bolshevism” and to seize lebensraum in the East.


Germany will either be a world power or there will be no Germany. . . . We take up where we broke off six hundred years ago. We stop the endless German movement to the south and west, and turn our gaze towards the land in the east. . . . If we speak of soil in Europe today, we can primarily have in mind only Russia and her vassal border states.



For all its nonsensical rambling, Mein Kampf succeeded in linking antisemitism, Aryan nationalism, and anti-Bolshevism to the quest for German imperial expansion in Eastern Europe.30

DISILLUSIONMENT WITH THE STATUS QUO WAS ALSO MOUNTING halfway around the globe in Japan. Like their Italian and German counterparts, Japanese leaders had concluded that the Versailles order was a fundamentally unjust system engineered to relegate their nation to second-class status. Tokyo sought to build an empire as a means of challenging the world order and seizing what it saw as its rightful status as a leading power in global affairs. However, Japan’s relationship with colonialism was complex. Although key forces in Japan had come to see imperial conquest as critical to the nation’s survival as a great power, Japanese leaders also chose to cast their nation as a champion of anticolonialism—a crusader against generations of Western imperialism in Asia. As the most powerful state in Asia, Japan had forces that would, in theory, serve as a bulwark against Western imperialism. Paradoxically, Japanese leaders presented their empire as an anticolonial force aimed at toppling the old order built on white supremacy and replacing it with a new order dominated by Tokyo—thereby creating an Asia for Asians.31

Japan had suffered colonial incursions since the nineteenth century as Western powers sought to break into the fabled markets of China and the Far East. Although Japan had initially sought to remain closed off from Western influence, Commodore Matthew Perry’s 1853 expedition at the head of a small fleet of American warships forced the nation to open to Western trade. Whereas Chinese leaders continued to oppose nearly all forms of Western influence, Japanese leaders came to recognize the futility of outright resistance and instead chose to co-opt Western ideas and technology in an effort to transform their nation into a modern world power. Like their Western counterparts, Japanese leaders recognized that national power was linked to imperial power. Tokyo’s first target was Korea, which Japan occupied in 1905. However, the real prize was China. For the Western powers, China was a massive untapped market across the eastern horizon; for Tokyo, China was the empire’s commercial and strategic backyard. To compete against the Western empires, Japanese leaders studied Western strategy, particularly in regard to its naval applications. The American prophet of naval power Alfred Thayer Mahan gained a large following in the Japanese government, which launched a crash program to build a modern fleet of warships over the 1890s.32

Japanese leaders remained keenly aware that the rising power of the United States was a long-term threat to their plans to dominate the Far East. In the 1870s and 1880s, the Americans had begun creeping across the Pacific Ocean in a form of lily-pad imperialism, seizing territories in the Hawaiian Islands, Midway, Howland and Baker Islands, and Kingman Reef. Though minuscule in terms of territory, these dots of land served as coaling stations, supply depots, telegraph nodes, and guano fields, allowing the United States to project significant military and commercial power across the vast distances of the Pacific Ocean. Most dramatically, America’s victory in the 1898 Spanish-American War brought the Philippines under American colonial occupation, transforming the massive archipelago into a launchpad for future US commercial, diplomatic, and military operations in East Asia.33 Tokyo’s fears were confirmed the following year when the McKinley administration issued the first Open Door note.

The Open Door policy represented a direct challenge to Tokyo’s plans to create a formal colony in China and establish a sphere of economic influence. Rather than carving China up into colonies, Washington called on the great powers to create a level commercial playing field in Asia’s largest market. While on its face this Open Door policy appeared anti-imperialist, it masked a deeper truth: as a rising industrial giant, the United States had the capacity to outcompete all of its rivals in an open market. An open door to the China market all but guaranteed that the United States would enjoy a decisive advantage in the Far East for decades to come. Japanese officials recognized that the United States was more of a commercial menace than a military threat. Although the United States claimed to eschew official colonialism—its colony in the Philippines notwithstanding—America’s Open Door policy seemed engineered to secure a dominant position for the United States and the Western powers in the China market. While the Americans controlled much of North America and the Europeans maintained vast colonies around the globe, Japan’s frontier lay in continental Asia. Washington’s Open Door threatened to render Tokyo subject to the whims of Western fiscal policies and commercial domination. Ultimately, Japanese leaders recognized that in a world dominated by empires, their nation could either, in the words of one historian, “join the West as a ‘guest at the table’ or be served up with China and Korea as part of the feast.”34

America’s emergence as a Pacific power coincided with Japan’s efforts to flex its own imperial muscle. In a stunningly short period of time, Japanese leaders working under Emperor Meiji had transformed their nation into an industrial power. To ward off further Western incursions, Japan had built a modern army and a powerful fleet of warships that could challenge any of its Western rivals. Tokyo’s military forces were not just for show. Like their counterparts in London, Paris, Berlin, and Washington, leaders in Tokyo understood that empire formed the foundation of national power at the turn of the twentieth century. Japan had built an army and navy designed for waging colonial war. The coming years would witness the realization of Tokyo’s imperial dreams. Japan defeated China in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) and joined the international expedition that crushed the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1901. More dramatically, Japanese forces won a war against Russia (1904–1905), marking the first victory of an Asian nation against a European great power in the modern era and electrifying anticolonial nationalists across Asia and the wider non-Western world. As Tokyo’s power grew, Japanese forces laid claim to Taiwan and the Kuril, Ryukyu, and Nanpo Islands; gained control of Port Arthur; established a colonial presence in Korea; and exerted influence in Manchuria (northeast China). Japan also gained treaty privileges alongside Western powers in the Chinese treaty ports of Hankou, Fuzhou, and Guangzhou.35

During the Great War, Japan joined the Entente powers, emerging victorious in 1918. Although Tokyo had fought on the side of the victors, Japanese leaders—much like their Italian counterparts—felt slighted by the peace agreement struck at Versailles. While Britain and France gained effective imperial control of vast sections of the Middle East and Africa and the United States emerged as the world’s preeminent financial power, Japan gained the measly German concession in China’s Shandong Province. However, even this proved to be too much: China demanded the return of Shandong, the United States and its allies reaffirmed the principle of the Open Door, and Japan was forced to relinquish formal control of the territory in 1922. Making matters worse, the Western powers had rejected a Japanese proposal made in February 1919 to include a racial equality clause in the Treaty of Versailles. Under the terms of the new treaty, Tokyo suggested that “all alien nationals of state members of the League [should be accorded] equal and just treatment in every respect making no distinction, either in law or in fact, on account of their race or nationality.” Though relatively modest on its face, the implications of the Japanese proposal—that race should no longer be used to grant privileged status to certain groups—were revolutionary. If successful, the racial equality proposal would have marked a significant stride toward the long-held Japanese goal of securing equal status with the Western powers.36 But the hope of a new world order based on equality between the races was not to be. The British, who were eager to expand their imperial dominions, and the Americans, who presided over a system of legal racial segregation at home and maintained colonies abroad, worked to defeat Tokyo’s proposal. The victors of the Great War were prepared to imagine a future without military conflicts, but they refused to abandon an international order predicated on white supremacy.

Tokyo would not soon forget these betrayals. The experience of the Great War also drove home the central importance of strategic resources during wartime: access to oil, rubber, and iron could very well be decisive in future conflicts. The Japanese home islands remained desperately poor in terms of strategic resources, a fact that rendered Japan dependent on imports for vital war materials. This reality would have left Japan deeply vulnerable in the event of another world war. Meanwhile, Japan also faced the challenge of feeding a rapidly growing population. As military propagandist Sadao Araki demanded, “Why should Japan remain content with 142,270 square miles, much of it barren, to feed 60 million mouths, while countries like Australia and Canada had more than 3 million square miles to feed 6.5 million people each? . . . [The] United States possessed not only 3 million square miles of home territory but 700,000 square miles of colonies. If expansion westward to the Pacific Ocean was the manifest destiny of the nineteenth-century United States, then China was twentieth-century Japan’s manifest destiny.”37 In an international system torn by fierce competition between the great powers over resources, military strength, and territory, Japan could not afford to remain passive.

While some Japanese leaders looked to the Versailles system of collective security as a potential check against unrestrained great power competition, radical factions within the Japanese government and military worried that the post-1919 international order left Tokyo at a decisive disadvantage. In particular, the Washington Naval Conference consigned Japan to the status of a second-tier naval power, granting Tokyo only 60 percent of the warship tonnage allocated to the United States and Great Britain. As a resource-poor island nation off the shores of an Asia that remained heavily colonized by Western empires, Japan saw the Washington Naval Treaty’s restrictions as a clear danger to its commercial ambitions and long-term hopes for security and prosperity. Indeed, Japan had only managed to avoid China’s semicolonial fate through herculean efforts to transform itself into a modern industrial power with substantial military forces. If the post-1919 international order crippled Japan’s continued growth, Tokyo might find itself outclassed and overwhelmed in a world that was still very much controlled by empires. Japan seemed to face a clear choice: either expand to become a world empire or stagnate and become a colony.

IF LATECOMERS SUCH AS GERMANY, ITALY, AND JAPAN HOPED TO establish themselves as great imperial powers, they would need to find some way to topple the post-1919 international order. The Versailles and Washington Treaties stood as bulwarks against revisionist states. But the treaties themselves were only paper—they were only as strong as the willingness of status quo powers such as Britain, France, and the United States to defend them. In this regard, American, British, and French leaders differed in their long-term goals. Prevailing sentiment in the United States favored a withdrawal from formal diplomatic and military commitments to the post-1919 order. British leaders remained focused on defending the home islands, maintaining its naval supremacy, and fostering a balance of power in Europe that would allow London to ensure that no continental challenger could threaten its interests. With Germany prostrate and Russia in the throes of a violent communist revolution, many British leaders considered the possibility of reintegrating Germany into the new regional order. In contrast, French leaders recognized that their nation sat on the front lines of any future clash with Germany—for leaders in Paris, then, the prospect of a resurgent Germany constituted an existential threat.38

More broadly, the international order created at Versailles faced an inherent structural problem: the interwar balance of power was only viable because it had locked out two of Europe’s most impor­tant players, Germany and Russia. The devastation of the Great War had weakened the two great continental powers and cleared the way for Britain and France to assert their will. But this situation was only temporary. As Germany and the new Soviet Union recovered over the 1920s, they came to command ever-greater influence, destabilizing the Versailles order and placing a heavier burden on its protectors. London and Paris could not hope to contain German and Soviet power indefinitely—at least not on their own.39

Moreover, through much of the interwar period, Bolshevism and the threat of communist revolution appeared to be the greatest menace to the status quo. With this in mind, many leaders in London, Paris, and Washington viewed far-right groups such as Mussolini’s fascists and Hitler’s Nazis as potential allies in the struggle against the Bolsheviks. Whereas Lenin and his comrades had vowed to topple international capitalism and pledged support for foreign revolutions, right-wing nationalists of Mussolini’s ilk were working within the established parameters of European diplomatic relations. Likewise, the fascists and their fellow travelers had declared themselves to be staunch adversaries of the revolutionary left. At the very least, the far right might be co-opted by the capitalist powers, whereas the Bolsheviks and their allies sought nothing less than total revolution.40

ANXIETIES ABOUT THE SURVIVAL OF WORLD CAPITALISM RECEIVED a massive jolt in October 1929 when the New York stock market crashed, sparking the greatest economic crisis of the twentieth century. Wall Street’s collapse sent shock waves across an increasingly interconnected world economy, triggering sharp losses in European markets and marking the beginning of a period of economic turmoil that would last well into the 1930s. The global economic crisis shook the foundations of the existing international order at the same time that it fundamentally transformed the domestic political playing field in nations around the world and exacerbated imperialist anxieties. Many observers feared that the Great Depression heralded a general crisis for world capitalism. Market instability, collapsing currencies, global financial shocks, bread lines, and rampant unemployment seemed to confirm the worst allegations leveled by capitalism’s critics. While internationally oriented capitalist economies were buffeted by the Depression, the Soviet Union remained only loosely connected to global markets and managed to weather the economic storm.

In states around the world, moderate leaders suffered while isolationists, ultranationalists, and militarists gained influence. The Depression weakened moderates and emboldened extremists. One strain of thought looked to isolationism and protectionism as a solution to the international financial crisis. Perhaps the world had become too interconnected, protectionists suggested, and a return to stability and prosperity required a retreat from the global economy. To this end, a growing number of commentators argued, empire might provide the key to economic self-sufficiency: colonies provided readily controlled commercial zones, cheap labor, and raw materials. Rather than subjecting one’s own economy to the vagaries of a volatile global economy, imperial powers could create and maintain their own captive markets.41

As much of the industrialized world sank into the morass of the worldwide economic depression, far-right forces across Europe and Asia stepped forward to challenge the restrictions of the Versailles order. The 1930s would witness a series of bids by regimes in Berlin, Rome, and Tokyo to carve out their own empires in Europe, Africa, and Asia. These upstart powers would fuse the politics of revolution, war, race, and empire into a potent new force in world affairs that would upend the interwar status quo and plunge the globe into another catastrophic war. As tensions mounted and the spirit of hope that had accompanied the Treaty of Versailles receded, the assessment of French marshal Ferdinand Foch, supreme Allied commander in the Great War, would come to seem prescient. “This is not a peace,” he had scoffed upon reading the treaty. “It is an armistice for twenty years.”42
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