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1. What caused WW II?

2. How did US policy differ from WW I?

3. What were consequences of WW II?
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5. Creation of American Century summary
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1941-1950 Highlights

◼ 1939 – Germany invades Poland, Britain & France declare war

◼ 1941 Aug - Roosevelt & Churchill make Atlantic Charter 

◼ 1941 Dec 7 - Japan attacks Pearl Harbor & U.S. enters WW II

◼ 1944 Jul - Bretton Woods Post WW II monetary and trade policies

◼ 1945 Aug - U.S. A-bombs force Japan’s surrender

◼ 1945 May - Germany surrenders, end of WW II in Europe

◼ 1945 - UN established (Jun) & Japan surrenders (Aug)

◼ 1947 - Cold War & Truman Doctrine oppose communism begins

◼ 1948 - U.S. Marshall Plan to aid Europe

◼ 1949 - NATO established

◼ 1949 Oct - Communists under Mao take power in China

◼ 1949 - Germany divided into East and West

◼ 1950 - North Korea invades South and War begins 

◼ 1950 - U.S. encourages European unification 2



Why Europe’s 1914-45 
catastrophe after century of 

greatest civilization?

◼ Hitler’s explosion of ethnic-racist nationalism hatred 
against Jews as scapegoats

◼ Bitter demands for territorial revisions

◼ Class conflict – impetus from Russian Revolution

◼ Protracted crisis of capitalism due to Great Depression

◼ German resentment of Treaty of Versailles
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Source: Ian Kershaw, To Hell and Back – Europe 1914-1949, Penguin, 2015, Chapter 1

Don’t know why WW I 
but do know why WW II



Mussolini’s 
Fascism 

subjugated Italy

◼ Mussolini (1883-1945) seized power in Italy in 1922

◼ He established first dictatorship in Europe

◼ Mussolini’s fascism = anti-Communist, anti-socialist, 
nationalist, strict law & order, dictatorial, industry 
control

◼ Intimidated Italian King appointed Mussolini PM

◼ Mussolini given emergency powers, became dictator

◼ Hitler’s rise patterned after Mussolini 4

Franco, Hitler & 
Mussolini: terrible trio



Hitler’s 
unchecked rise 
and aggression

◼ Notoriety from Mein Kampf, condemning Versailles, 
and insisting on restoration of German territories

◼ Signed defense pact with Mussolini’s Italy and Japan

◼ Hitler & Mussolini used Spanish Civil War as practice

◼ In 1938, invaded Austria and merged it with Germany 

◼ Next, took Sudetenland

◼ Appeased by France & UK, took rest of Czechoslovakia
5



Hitler invades Poland; 
Britain & France 

declare war, but Hitler 
conquers Europe

◼ Stalin secret pact with Hitler to share Poland & get Baltics 

◼ Week after pact Hitler invaded Poland as always intended

◼ Britain and France declared war, Sep 3, 1939

◼ Nazi's blitzkrieg invaded Norway, Denmark, Holland, 
Belgium, Luxembourg, and forcing French surrender

◼ England only left to fight Germany 6



Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor 
discredited U.S. 

isolationism

◼ U.S. overnight unified and entered WW II

◼ Isolationism didn’t return after WW II due to Cold War 

◼ Indeed, assumed global leadership and became chief 
architect and defender of multilateral institutions

7Source: Charles A. Kupchan, Isolationism: A History of America's Efforts to Shield Itself from the World,  2020



U.S. won “war of 
factories” in 
pivotal 1942 

◼ U.S. produced $20 billion of munitions compared to 
Germany’s $8.5 bil. & Japan’s $3 bil.

◼ WW II, not New Deal, created big government

◼ In Feb 1942, government halted all civilian automobile 
production in favor of war production

◼ Also restricted production of furniture & refrigerators 
and rationed gasoline, coffee, sugar …
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Source: Jonathan Levy, Ages of American Capitalism, Chapter 14

WW II ration books



Hitler couldn’t 
subdue England and 

fails in Stalingrad  

◼ Churchill’s inspiration and Royal Air Force prevented 
Hitler from invading England

◼ Hitler shifted to Soviet Union with massive Operation 
Barbarossa - 3 million men along 2,000-mile front

◼ Failure to conquer Leningrad (St. Petersburg) after 892-
day siege, a 1942-43 turning point

◼ After Leningrad, Soviets pushed Germans out & headed 
to Berlin to arrive shortly before U.S. troops 9

St Petersburg now 
splendid city, but not 
during Nazi siege 

http://content.time.com/time/magazine/0,9263,7601410106,00.html


D-Day, June 6, 1944, Normandy invasion

◼ June 6, 1944, Normandy invasion (D-Day) landed 
130,000 British, U.S. and Canadian forces

◼ Within a month, million landed 

◼ By May 1945, Hitler suicide and war over in Europe
10



Horror of Holocaust: 
6 million Jews dead

◼ For Hitler, Jews were principal enemies and responsible 
for Germany’s defeat in WW I

◼ 6 million Jews perished ~ two-thirds of Jews in Europe

◼ Auschwitz in Poland - worst Nazi death camps - 1.5 mil.
11

Holocaust was not a sideshow, it was central

Holocaust survivors still suffering!



Contrasts of WW I vs. WW II

WW I (1,564 days)

◼ Deaths, 20 mil. (5% civilian)

◼ Enemy – Germany

◼ U.S. & USSR exit post war

◼ U.S. isolationist

◼ Empires into weak states

◼ Germany bitter & broke

◼ USSR Revolutionary crisis

◼ Great Depression

◼ Centered in Europe

◼ Ended after long battles

WW II (2,194 days)

◼ Deaths, 85 mil. (68% civilian)

◼ Enemy – Germany & Japan

◼ U.S. & USSR post powers

◼ U.S. globalist: Marshall Plan

◼ Iron Curtain split East-West

◼ Germany split; West reborn

◼ USSR – Stalinist power

◼ Great Recovery

◼ Both Europe and Asia

◼ Ended soon after A-Bombs  
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After WW II, Europe 
ruined, exhausted, 
occupied, divided

◼ W European powers, which dominated world for 
centuries, were occupied, ravaged, or defeated

◼ Victorious armies of U.S. & USSR stood astride Europe

◼ Weakness of Europe and rise of liberation movements 
in overseas colonies, forced European decolonization

◼ W Europeans became more dependent on U.S. and on 
each other - eventually facilitating unification into EU

13



Did West sell out Eastern 
Europe to Stalin?

◼ FDR & Churchill not in strong                    strong 
bargaining position with Stalin

◼ West liberated only France; Soviets                                 
had pushed Germans out of East

◼ Yalta agreements:

◼ Shifted Poland’s borders 100 miles west

◼ Divided Germany into two occupied zones

◼ Eastern Europe to be democratic and friendly to Soviets

◼ Yalta seen as betrayal for giving Stalin free hand in East

14
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Iron Curtain closes  
& Cold War opens

◼ At end WW II, Soviets 
controlled the East 

15

◼ U.S. accused of sacrificing the East

◼ U.S. had no stomach for another war on Russia’s 
doorstep; UK and others had no money

◼ U.S. founded NATO defense umbrella for W Europe

◼ All this & Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) kept Cold 
War cold 



UN launched before 
Germany surrenders, 

then conflict with Soviets

◼ Fledgling UN launched even before war concluded

◼ In July at Potsdam much squabbling with Stalin over 
Pacific war, Poland’s boundaries & occupation of Berlin

◼ Soviets allowed to strip industrial equipment from 
Germany in exchange for supplying agricultural products

◼ Became clear that Soviets and allies disagreed
16Source: Thomas C. Reeves, Twentieth-Century America –A Brief History, 2000

Churchill, Truman & Stalin 
false fronts at Potsdam



U.S. acquiesced to Soviets 
in East, but Truman pushed 

back elsewhere

◼ In Germany, Greece & Turkey, Truman was prepared to 
act; Cold War lines hardened

◼ Truman Doctrine pledged to assist democracy 
everywhere against communist threats

◼ Truman believed Soviet pressure on Turkey & 
communists in Greece were part of broader Soviet plot

◼ When Russians blocked Berlin, U.S. airlifted supplies for a 
year until Moscow ended blockade

17



U.S. policy very 
different after WW II 

than WW I

◼ After WW I, U.S. didn’t join League of Nations & 
withdrew from European affairs

◼ After WW II, Europe too weak, so U.S. took leadership

◼ WW I preserved colonial empires whereas WW II ended 
imperial conquests

◼ Only powers were U.S. and USSR – in Cold War

18Source: Ian Kershaw, To Hell and Back – Europe 1914-1949, Penguin, 2015



Post war Europe: 
Chaotic, divided but 
resuming democracy 

◼ Berlin, Germany, and Europe divided

◼ 9 mil. Germans forced out of Poland

◼ 2-3 million Poles came back from Ukraine 

◼ Italy abolished monarchy wrote new constitution

◼ Communist influence worrying but never threatening 

◼ Only Spain & Portugal remained dictatorships until 1970s

◼ Amidst such chaos, postwar recovery remarkable 19



The Pacific war

◼ Japan struck quickly after Pearl Harbor, taking Guam, 
Wake Island, Hong Kong, Singapore, Java & Philippines

◼ Although U.S. focused on Europe, fought back in Pacific

◼ U.S. eventually repelled Japanese by island hopping

◼ Feared invasion of mainland might cost a million lives 
(estimated 100,000 to 200,000 killed by A-bombs)

◼ So, Truman after Japan refused to surrender, approved 
A-Bombs which led to surrender 

20
Source: Thomas C. Reeves, Twentieth-Century America –A Brief History, 2000, p 132

Hiroshima



In 1945, U.S. seized 
mantle of global 

hegemony 

◼ 70% of gold reserves & 50% manufacturing capacity

◼ Ample food supplies when many hungry

◼ 75% of capital & 35% of world GDP – triple USSR’s 

◼ Only with atomic bomb and global navy

◼ By contrast, USSR bound on Eurasian land using horse-
drawn wagons

◼ During 1948-91, U.S. made 116 foreign interventions

◼ U.S. still has 600 installations & 200,000 troops abroad
21

Source: Jonathan Levy, Ages of American Capitalism, Chapter 15



Pax Americana: U.S. Leads 
development of New 

World Order

◼ UN, in contrast to rejection of League                           
of Nations, Senate approved 89 to 2

◼ U.S. led creation of Bretton Woods system of 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and 
General Agreement on Tariff and Trade (GATT) 

◼ U.S. had 3 objectives:

◼ Prevent domination of Eurasia by a hostile power

◼ Promote an open trading order

◼ Preserve and extend the democratic way of life

22
Source: Charles A. Kupchan, Isolationism: A History of America's Efforts to Shield Itself from the World,  2020



U.S. greatly aided 
post-war W. 

Europe recovery

◼ $13 bil. ($182 bil. 2021$) for reconstruction 

◼ Offered aid to USSR but Stalin rejected

◼ Marshall Plan not responsible for recovery but important

◼ Provided critical industrial technology

◼ Supported preparations for Cold War

◼ Encouraged union and market-based economy

◼ Allowed German industrialization and integration not isolation 23



Reasons W Europe 
transformed after 

WW II

◼ End of German great power ambitions

◼ Cold War and atomic threat fostered unity

◼ U.S. supported development of capitalism & recovery

◼ Instead of divisive war reparations, was U.S. aid

◼ NATO offered defense umbrella W Europe couldn’t

◼ Mood changed to support unification

24Source: Ian Kershaw, To Hell and Back – Europe 1914-1949, Penguin, 2015



Consequences 
of WW II

◼ 80+ mil. deaths & widespread destruction

◼ Europe split by Iron Curtain

◼ Decolonization of Middle East, Africa, India

◼ U.S. becomes world power – Pax Americana

◼ W Europe democratized, recovered and unified 

◼ E Europe suffered under communism and Stalinism

◼ Germany & Japan made miraculous recoveries 25



Centrality of Germany 
after 1950 until today

Germany… did more than any other to 
destroy the continent …. Despite its 
destruction, … has remained at the heart of 
Europe’s development …. Germany has 
become a vital pillar of stable liberal 
democracy, it presides over Europe’s 
strongest economy, has overcome forty years 
of division to attain national unity, and has 
reluctantly acquired the mantle of European 
leadership. 

26Source: Ian Kershaw, The Global Age, Kindle Edition. 

Country GDP GDP

US 22.7$      22,675,271

China 16.6$      16,642,318

Japan 5.4$        5,378,136

Germany 4.3$        4,319,286

UK 3.1$        3,124,650

 India 3.0$        3,049,704

 France 2.9$        2,938,271

 Italy 2.1$        2,106,287

 Canada 1.9$        1,883,487

S Korea 1.8$        1,806,707

 Russia 1.7$        1,710,734

Top World 

Economies GDP, 

2021 (US$ tril)

Farewell Angela 
after 16 years



Could Cold War have 
been avoided? Unlikely

By 1947 ice was forming on the Cold War.  The 
divisions-a largely monolithic Soviet bloc confronted by 
an increasingly anxious but resolute American-dominated 
western bloc … Could [Cold War] have been avoided?  
Could the revitalization of politics in Western Europe, if 
not in the East, have taken a different course?  In both 
cases, it seems unlikely.  Ultimately, the mutual distrust-
fear of communist advance on one hand, fear of 
aggressive capitalist imperialism on the other-was too 
deep to prevent Europe from splitting into two halves.

27Source: Ian Kershaw, To Hell and Back – Europe 1914-1949, Penguin, 2015, p 507



We were born at 
the right time!

The United States emerged from the Second World War, a 
giant among midgets.  A country with 7 percent of the 
world’s population produced 42 percent of its 
manufactured goods ….

Postwar America was a land of opportunity. … Opportunity 
bred optimism: Americans looked forward to a future of 
ever-rising living standards and the government embraced 
ever loftier-goals. …

The United States emerged from the war relatively 
unscathed ….  Europe …  was shattered.… 

28Source: Alan Greenspan and Adrian Wooldridge, Capitalism In America, 2018, Chapter 8, p 273-5



Why such U.S. global 
preeminence by 1950?

[P]reeminence was reinforced by two                          
decisions…. The first was … to remain wary of the 
European fashion for socialism… [and] had Harry 
Truman and Dwight Eisenhower to thank ….

The second decision was to embrace the rest of the 
world.  America resisted the temptation to return to 
splendid isolation as it had during after the First World 
War.  It rejected the temptation to punish its opponents 
as a Europeans had done at Versailles…. On the 
contrary: it decided [on] rebuilding capitalism on a 
global scale, embracing free trade, and offering help not 
only to its exhausted friends but also to its defeated 
enemies.

29Source: Alan Greenspan and Adrian Wooldridge, Capitalism In America, 2018, Chapter 8, p 276-8



How was the American Century Created?

30

American

Century

1) Resources: 
(inclusive capital):

Human, Man made, 
& Natural

2) Productivity:

Science, education, 
technology (creative 

destruction)

3) Institutions:

Democracy, Capitalism, 
Government

4) Foreign 
Interactions: 
Investment, Trade, 
Aid, Immigration, 

WARS

No magic formula: Involved some luck but also a lot of hard 
work and dedication undergirded by 1) abundant resources, 2) 
increased productivity, 3) capitalism & democratic institutions, 

and 4) gains from foreign interactions  
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Military 
Budget ($ bil)

1. U.S. $731

2. China $261     

3. EU     $220

4. India   $71 

5. Russia  $65

GDP $ Tril 

(Nominal PPP)

Is the American Century Over?
U.S. still #1 

1. U.S. $64,400

2. EU     $33,600  

3. China $10,700

4. Russia $10,200

5. India  $1,900

GDP/Capita 
(Nominal $)

1. U.S. $21  $21  

2. China   $15    $24    

3. EU        $15   $19

4. India     $2.6   $9

5. Russia   $1.5   $4

• China: biggest challenger; Russia the spoiler
• EU: U.S.’s greatest ally but in transition and slowed by 

complexity and quarrelling 
• U.S. needs to reach consensus and win support of allies 

– especially EU, India, Japan, UK, Australia, Canada …



1941-50, WW II & American Century
Summary & Conclusions

◼ What caused WW II?
◼ Rise of extreme nationalism and military                                

aggression in Germany and Japan

◼ How did US WW II policy differ from WW I?
◼ Evolved from neutrality, to arsenal of allies, and after Pearl 

Harbor, a decisive force for Allied victory 

◼ What were consequences of WW II?
◼ Europe and Japan shattered, Cold War with Russia, U.S. aided 

both allies & enemies recovery, created UN, a free world 
monetary & trade system, and Pax Americana world order

◼ Is the American century over?
◼ World order moving from unipolar to multipolar

◼ U.S. predominance has declined, but still leading world power

32



Creation of American Century           
Course Summary

◼ In 19th Century, our forefathers, aided by immigrants, succeeded 
in taming our continent & ourselves with rifles & rails

◼ In first half of 20th Century, our fathers & grandfathers, aided by 
allies, succeeded in taming the world with capitalism & democracy

◼ 1900-50 was a pivotal period for America as we moved from farm 
to factory, from muscle to machine, from isolation to involvement, 
& from hands-off to hands-on government

◼ We brought the world from Great Wars and Great Depressions to 
United Nations and globalization, and in the process quadrupled 
our economy and doubled our standard of living

◼ We have something to strut this THANKSGIVING!  

33Thanks! Hope to see you in Great Decisions, March 24



Great Decisions I & II 2022 
by Joe Coffey

34

Great Decisions is a nonpartisan public education program on 
major foreign-policy challenges currently facing Americans. Each 
class will overview the topic, have class discussion and view a 
one-half hour video by experts.

Part I, Thursday, March 24, March 31, April 7, and April 14, 10:30 
AM to 12 PM
Part I topics: Changing Demographics of the world, Outer Space, 
Climate Change, & Russia: 

Part II, Thursday, April 21, April 28, May 5, and May 12,   10:30 
AM to 12 PM
Part II topics: Myanmar and ASEAN, The Quad Alliance, Industrial 
Policy, and Drug Policy in Latin America



Recommended Books for WW II

◼ Alan Greenspan and Adrian Wooldridge, Capitalism in America, 2018 (co-
authored by former Fed Chairman is story of the major drivers of U.S. 
advance over past two centuries)

◼ Ian Kershaw, To Hell and Back – Europe 1914-1949, Penguin, 2015 

◼ Charles A Kupchan, Isolationism- A History of America’s Efforts to Shield 
Itself from the World, 2020 (Assessment of the rise of isolationism from 
American exceptionalism from colonial times to date)

◼ Jonathon Levy, Ages of American Capitalism – A History of the United 
States, 2021 (Detailed explanation (907 pages!) of evolution of capitalism in 
America) 

◼ Joseph Nye, Is the American Century Over? Polity Press, 2015

◼ Thomas C. Reeves’s, Twentieth-Century America, A Brief History, 2000 
(Succinct synthesis of  20th century U.S. history of major public policies and 
policymakers as well as the lives of people)
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Appendix of Supplemental Information
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Appendix of Supplemental Information

Date Event Detailed Information
8/23/1939 Russia & Germany sign Molotov–Ribbentrop non-aggression pact Hitler and Stalin signed a non-aggression pact which included secret clauses for the division of Poland.

9/1/1939 Hitler invades Poland Adolf Hitler invaded Poland.

9/3/1939 Britain and France declare war on Germany Britain and France declared war on Germany. Neville Chamberlain broadcast the announcement that the country was at war.

9/1939-5/1940 ‘Phoney War’ because no British military action The months following Britain’s declaration of war are referred to as the ‘phoney war’ because Britain saw no military action.

6/11/1940 Italy enter war on side of Axis powers Italy entered the war on the side of the Axis powers. Italy’s motive for entering the war was the hope of rich pickings from the spoils of war.?

6/22/1940 France signs armistice with Germany The French, Marshall Petain, signed an armistice with Germany taking France, which had been devastated, out of the war and into German occupation.?

7/10 – 10/31/1940 Battle of Britain The Battle of Britain comprised four phases:

9/22/1940 Tripartite Pact of Germany, Italy & Japan This pact of mutual alliance was signed by Germany, Italy and Japan.

6/22/1941 Hitler attacks Russia with 3 mil. troops – Operation Barbarossa Hitler sent 3 million soldiers and 3,500 tanks into Russia. The Russians were taken by surprise as they had signed a treaty with Germany in 1939. Stalin immediately signed a mutual assistance treaty with Britain and launched an Eastern front battle that would claim 20 million casualties. The USA, which had been supplying arms to Britain under a ‘Lend-Lease’ agreement, offered similar aid to USSR.

12/7/1941 Pearl Harbor attacked by Japan The Japanese, who were already waging war against the Chinese, attacked the US pacific fleet at Pearl Harbour, Hawaii, as a preliminary to taking British, French and Dutch colonies in South East Asia.

12/8/1941 Britain and US declare war on Japan Britain and the United States declared war on Japan.

11/1/1942 Battle of Stalingrad won by Russia The Russians won their first victory against Germany at the Battle of Stalingrad.

9/3/1943 Italy surrenders Mussolini had been thrown out of office and the new government of Italy surrendered to the British and the USA. They then agreed to join the allies. The Germans took control of the Italian army, freed Mussolini from imprisonment and set him up as head of a puppet government in Northern Italy. This blocked any further allied advance through Italy.

1/27/1944 Leningrad (St Petersburg) seige of 892 days ends The siege of Leningrad was lifted by the Soviet army.

6/6/1944 D-Day- Normandy Invasion The allies launched an attack on Germany’s forces in Normandy, Western France. Thousands of transports carried an invasion army under the supreme command of general Eisenhower to the Normandy beaches. The Germans who had been fed false information about a landing near Calais, rushed troops to the area but were unable to prevent the allies from forming a solid bridgehead. For the allies it was essential to first capture a port.

8/25/1944 Paris liberated The French capital of Paris was liberated from the Germans.

4/12/1945 Roosevelt dies, Truman suceedes President Roosevelt died. He was succeeded by President Truman.

4/19/1945 Russians reach Berlin shortly before U.S. does The Russians reached Berlin shortly before the US forces.

4/28/1945 Mussolini captured and executed Italian partisans captured Mussolini and executed him.

4/30/1945 Hitler commits suicide The German leader, Adolf Hitler committed suicide in his bombproof shelter together with his mistress, Eva Braun, who he had, at the last minute, made his wife.

5/8/1945 V.E. day - Victory in Europe celebrated Victory in Europe was celebrated.

8/6&9/1945 Atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima & Nagasaki The Japanese generals refused to surrender. The US dropped an atomic bomb on the city of Hiroshima.

8/8/1945 Russia declares war on Japan Russia declared war on Japan and invaded Japanese-ruled Manchuria.

8/14/1945 Japanese surrender The Japanese unconditionally surrendered to the allies ending the second world war.

4/21/1905 German Anschluss with Austria? Hitler went ahead with his plans to unify all German-speaking people. He annexed Austria then demanded the liberation of German people in the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia. Neville Chamberlain flew to Germany to attempt a settlement before war broke out.

World War II Timeline


