Ch 25 World War II
I. The Coming of World War II | WHAT STEPS did Roosevelt take in the late 1930s to prepare the United States for
war?

The worldwide Great Depression further undermined a political order that had been shaky since World
War I. Production declined by nearly 40 percent, international trade dropped by as much as two-thirds,
unemployment rose, and political unrest spread across Europe and Asia. Demagogues played on
nationalist hatreds, fueled by old resentments and current despair, and offered solutions in the form of
territorial expansion by military conquest. Preoccupied with restoring the domestic economy, President
Franklin D. Roosevelt had no specific plan to deal with growing conflict elsewhere in the world. Moreover,
the majority of Americans strongly opposed foreign entanglements. But as debate over diplomatic policy
heated up, terrifying events overseas pulled the nation steadily toward war.
The Shadows of War
War spread first across Asia. With imperialist ambitions of its own, yet reliant on other nations for
natural resources such as oil, Japan turned its sights on China and seized the province of Manchuria in
1931. When reprimanded by the League of Nations, Japan simply withdrew from the organization.
Continuing its expansionist drive, Japan launched a full-scale invasion of China in 1937. While taking over
the capital city of Nanking, Japan’s army murdered as many as 300,000 Chinese men, women, and children
and destroyed much of the city. Within a year, Japan controlled all but China’s western interior and
threatened all of Asia and the Pacific.
Meanwhile, the rise of authoritarian nationalism in Italy and Germany cast a dark shadow over
Europe. The economic hardships brought on by the Great Depression—and, in Germany, resentment over
the harsh terms of the Treaty of Versailles, which ended World War I—fueled the rise of demagogic mass
movements. Glorifying war as a test of national virility, the Italian Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini seized
power in 1922 and declared, “We have buried the putrid corpse of liberty.” In Germany, the National
Socialists (Nazis), led by Adolf Hitler, combined militaristic rhetoric with a racist doctrine of Aryan (Nordic)
supremacy that claimed biological superiority for the blond-haired and blue-eyed peoples of northern
Europe and classified nonwhites, including Jews, as “degenerate races.”
Hitler, who became chancellor of Germany in January 1933 with the backing of major industrialists
and about a third of the electorate, prepared for war. With his brown-shirted storm troopers ruling the
streets, he quickly destroyed opposition parties and effectively made himself dictator of the strongest
nation in central Europe. Renouncing the disarmament provisions of the Versailles treaty, he began to
rebuild Germany’s armed forces.
The prospect of war grew as both Mussolini and Hitler began to act on their imperial visions. In
1935, Italy invaded Ethiopia and formally claimed the impoverished African kingdom as a colony. In 1936,
Hitler sent 35,000 troops to occupy the Rhineland, a region demilitarized by the Versailles treaty. When
the Spanish Civil War broke out later that year, Italy and Germany both supported the fascist insurrection
of General Francisco Franco and then, in November, drew up a formal alliance to become the Rome–Berlin
Axis. Hitler was now nearly ready to put into operation his plan to secure Lebensraum—living space for
Germany’s growing population—through further territorial expansion.
After annexing his native Austria, Hitler turned his attention to Czechoslovakia, a country both
Britain and France were pledged by treaty to assist. War seemed imminent. But Britain and France
surprised Hitler by agreeing, at a conference in Munich the last week of September 1938, to allow
Germany to annex the Sudetenland, a part of Czechoslovakia bordering Germany. In return, Hitler pledged
to stop his territorial advance. Less than six months later, in March 1939, Hitler seized the rest of
Czechoslovakia.
By this time, much of the world was aware of the horror of Hitler’s regime, especially its virulent
racist doctrines. After 1935, when Hitler published the notorious Nuremberg Laws denying civil rights to
Jews, the campaign against them became steadily more vicious. On the night of November 9, 1938, Nazi
storm troopers rounded up Jews, beating them mercilessly and murdering an untold number. They
smashed windows in Jewish shops, hospitals, and orphanages and burned synagogues to the ground. This
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attack came to be known as Kristallnacht, “the Night of Broken Glass.” The Nazi government soon
expropriated Jewish property and excluded Jews from all but the most menial forms of employment.
Pressured by Hitler, Hungary and Italy also enacted laws against Jews.
Isolationism
World War I had left a legacy of strong isolationist sentiment in the United States. Senseless
slaughter might be a centuries-old way of life in Europe, many Americans reasoned, but not for the United
States, which, as Thomas Jefferson had advised, should stay clear of “entangling alliances.” College
students, seeing themselves as future cannon fodder, began to demonstrate against war. As late as 1937,
nearly 70 percent of Americans responding to a Gallup poll stated that U.S. involvement in World War I
had been a mistake.
This sentiment won strong support in Congress. In 1934, a special committee headed by
Republican senator Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota charged weapons manufacturers with driving the
United States into World War I in the hopes of windfall profits, which, in fact, many realized. In 1935,
Congress passed the first of five Neutrality Acts to deter future entanglements, requiring the president to
declare an embargo on the sale and shipment of munitions to all belligerent nations.
Isolationism spanned the political spectrum. In 1938, Socialist Norman Thomas gathered leading
liberals and trade unionists into the Keep America Out of War Congress; the Communist-influenced
American League against War and Fascism claimed more than 1 million members. In 1940, the archconservative Committee to Defend America First was formed to oppose U.S. intervention. Some America
Firsters championed the Nazis while others simply advocated American neutrality. Chaired by top Sears
executive Robert E. Wood, the America First Committee quickly gained attention because its members
included well-known personalities such as movie stars Robert Young and Lillian Gish, automobile
manufacturer Henry Ford, and Charles A. Lindbergh, famous for his 1927 solo flight across the Atlantic.
Within a year, America First had launched more than 450 chapters and claimed more than 850,000
members.
Roosevelt Readies for War
While Americans looked on anxiously, the twists and turns of world events prompted President
Franklin D. Roosevelt to ready the nation for war. In October 1937, he called for international cooperation
to “quarantine the aggressors.” But a poll of Congress revealed that a two-thirds majority opposed
economic sanctions, calling any such plan a “back door to war.” Forced to draw back, Roosevelt
nevertheless won from Congress $1 billion in appropriations to enlarge the navy.
Everything changed on September 1, 1939, when Hitler invaded Poland. Committed by treaty to
defend Poland against unprovoked attack, Great Britain and France issued a joint declaration of war
against Germany two days later. After the fall of Warsaw at the end of the month, the fighting slowed to
a near halt. Even along their border, French and German troops did not exchange fire. From the east,
however, the invasion continued. Just two weeks before Hitler overran Poland, the Soviet Union had
stunned the world by signing a nonaggression pact with its former enemy. The Red Army now entered
Poland, and the two great powers proceeded to split the hapless nation between them. Soviet forces then
headed north, invading Finland on November 30. The European war had begun.
Calculating that the United States would stay out of the war, Hitler began a crushing offensive
against western Europe in April 1940. Using the technique of blitzkrieg (lightning war)—massed, fastmoving columns of tanks supported by air power—that had overwhelmed Poland, Nazi troops moved first
against Germany’s northern neighbors. After taking Denmark and Norway, the Nazi armored divisions
swept over Holland, Belgium, and Luxembourg and sent more than 338,000 British troops into retreat
across the English Channel from Dunkirk. Hitler’s army, joined by the Italians, easily conquered France in
June 1940. Hitler now turned toward England. In the Battle of Britain, Nazi bombers pounded population
and industrial centers while U-boats cut off incoming supplies.
Even with Great Britain under attack, opinion polls indicated Americans’ determination to stay
out of the war. But most Americans, like Roosevelt himself, believed that the security of the United States
depended on both a strong defense and the defeat of Germany. Invoking the Neutrality Act of 1939, which
permitted the sale of arms to Britain, France, and China, the president clarified his position: “all aid to the
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Allies short of war.” In May 1940, he began to transfer surplus U.S. planes and equipment to the Allies. In
September the president secured the first peacetime military draft in American history, the Selective
Service Act of 1940, which sent 1.4 million men to army training camps by July 1941.
President Roosevelt could not yet admit the inevitability of U.S. involvement—especially during
an election year. His popularity had dropped with the “Roosevelt recession” that began in 1937, raising
doubts that he could win what would be an unprecedented third term. In his campaign he promised voters
not to “send your boys to any foreign wars.” Roosevelt and his vice presidential candidate Henry Wallace
won by a margin of 5 million popular votes over the Republican dark-horse candidate, Wendell L. Willkie
of Indiana.
Roosevelt now moved more aggressively to aid the Allies in their struggle with the Axis powers.
In his annual message to Congress, he proposed a bill that would allow the president to sell, exchange, or
lease arms to any country whose defense appeared vital to U.S. security. Passed by Congress in March
1941, the Lend-Lease Act made Great Britain the first beneficiary of massive aid. After Congress authorized
the merchant marine to sail fully armed while conveying lend-lease supplies directly to Britain, a formal
declaration of war was only a matter of time.
In August 1941, Roosevelt met secretly at sea off Newfoundland with British Prime Minister
Winston Churchill to map military strategy and declare common goals for the postwar world. Known as
the Atlantic Charter, their proclamation specified the right of all peoples to live in freedom from fear,
want, and tyranny. The Atlantic Charter also called for free trade among all nations, disarmament, and an
end to territorial seizures.
By this time the European war had moved to a new stage. Having conquered the Balkans, Hitler
set aside the expedient Nazi-Soviet Pact to resume his quest for the entire European continent. In June
1941, Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, promising its rich agricultural land to German farmers. Observing
this dramatic escalation, the United States moved closer to intervention.
Pearl Harbor
Throughout 1940 and much of 1941, the United States focused on events in Europe, but the war
in Asia went on. Roosevelt, anticipating danger to American interests in the Pacific, had directed the
transfer of the Pacific Fleet from bases in California to Pearl Harbor, on the island of Oahu, Hawai’i, in May
1940. Less than five months later, on September 27, Japan formally joined Germany and Italy as the Asian
partner of the Axis alliance.
The United States and Japan each played for time. Roosevelt wanted to save his resources to
fight against Germany and, moreover, wanted to avoid the possibility of fighting a two-front war; Japan’s
leaders gambled that America’s preoccupation with Europe might allow them to conquer
all of Southeast Asia, including the French colonies in Indochina (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos) and the
British possessions of Burma and India. When Japan occupied Indochina in July 1941, however, Roosevelt
responded by freezing Japanese assets in the United States and cutting off its oil supplies.
Confrontation with Japan now looked likely. U.S. intelligence had broken the Japanese secret
diplomatic code, and the president knew that Japan was preparing to attack somewhere in the Pacific. By
the end of November, he had placed all American forces on high alert.
Early Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, Japanese carriers launched an attack on the Pacific fleet
at Pearl Harbor that caught American forces completely by surprise. Within two hours, Japanese pilots
had destroyed nearly 200 American planes and badly damaged the fleet; more than 2,400 Americans were
killed and nearly 1,200 wounded. On the same day, Japan struck U.S. bases on the Philippines, Guam, and
Wake Island.
The next day, President Roosevelt addressed Congress: “Yesterday,” he announced, “December
7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately
attacked by the naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” With only one dissenting vote—by pacifist
Jeannette Rankin of Montana, who had voted against U.S. entry into World War I in 1917—Congress
approved the president’s request for a declaration of war. Three days later, Japan’s European Allies,
Germany and Italy, declared war on the United States.
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II. Arsenal of Democracy | WHAT ROLE did the federal government play in gearing up the economy for
wartime production?
By the time the United States entered World War II, the U.S. economy had already been re-geared for
military purposes. Late in 1940, President Roosevelt had called on all Americans to make the nation a
“great arsenal of democracy.” Once the United States entered World War II, the federal government
began to pour an unprecedented amount of energy and money into wartime production and assigned a
huge army of experts to manage it. This vast marshaling of resources was neither simple nor speedy, but
it ultimately brought a concentration of power in the federal government that exceeded anything planned
by the New Deal. It also brought an end to the Great Depression.
Mobilizing for War
A few days after the United States declared war on Germany, Congress passed the War Powers
Act, which established a precedent for executive authority that would endure long after the war’s end.
The president gained the power to reorganize the federal government and create new agencies; to
establish programs censoring all news and information and abridging civil liberties; to seize property
owned by foreigners; and even to award government contracts without competitive bidding.
Roosevelt promptly created special wartime agencies. At the top of his agenda was a massive
reorientation and management of the economy, and an alphabet soup of new agencies arose to fill any
gaps. The Supply Priorities and Allocation Board (SPAB) oversaw the use of scarce materials and resources
vital to the war, adjusting domestic consumption (even ending it for some products such as automobiles)
to military needs. The Office of Price Administration (OPA) checked the threat of inflation by imposing
price controls. The National War Labor Board (NWLB) mediated disputes between labor and management.
The War Manpower Commission (WMC) directed the mobilization of military and civilian services. And
the Office of War Mobilization (OWM) coordinated operations among all these agencies.
Several new agencies focused on domestic propaganda. The attack on Pearl Harbor evoked an
outpouring of rage against Japan and effectively quashed much opposition to U.S. intervention.
Nevertheless the government stepped in to fan the fires of patriotism and to shape public opinion. In June
1942, the president created the Office of War Information (OWI) to engage the press, radio, and film
industry in an informational campaign—in short, to sell the war to the American people.
The OWI gathered data and controlled the release of news, emphasizing the need to make reports
on the war both dramatic and encouraging. Like the Committee on Public Information during World War
I, during the first twenty-one months of the war the new agency banned the publication of
advertisements, photographs, and newsreels showing American dead, fearing that such images would
demoralize the public. In 1943, worrying that Americans had become overconfident, officials changed
their policy. A May issue of Newsweek featured graphic photographs of Americans wounded in battle,
explaining that “to harden home-front morale, the military services have adopted a new policy of letting
civilians see photographically what warfare does to men who fight.” The OWI also published leaflets and
booklets for the armed services and flooded enemy ranks with subversive propaganda.
Propaganda also fueled the selling of war bonds. Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr.
not only encouraged Americans to buy government bonds to finance the war but planned a campaign “to
use bonds to sell the war, rather than vice versa.” Buying bonds would “mean bullets in the bellies of
Hitler’s hordes!” Discovering through research that Americans felt more antagonism to Japan than
Germany, Morgenthau directed his staff to use more negative stereotypes of the Japanese in their
advertising copy. Polls showed, however, that most Depression-stung Americans bought war bonds—
$185.7 billion by war’s end—mainly to invest safely, to counter inflation, and to save for postwar
purchases.
The federal government also sponsored various measures to prevent subversion of the war effort.
The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) was kept busy, its appropriation rising from $6 million to $16
million in just two years. The attorney general authorized wiretapping in cases of espionage or sabotage,
but the FBI used it extensively—and illegally—in domestic surveillance. The Joint Chiefs of Staff created
the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) to assess the enemy’s military strength, to gather intelligence
information, and to oversee espionage activities. Its head, Colonel William Donovan, envisioned the OSS
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as an “adjunct to military strategy” and engaged leading social scientists to plot psychological warfare
against the enemy.
One important outcome of these activities was to increase the size of the government many times
over its New Deal level. It cost about $250 million a day to fight the war, and the federal government
spent twice as much during the war as it had during its entire prior history. The number of federal
employees nearly quadrupled, from slightly more than 1 million in 1940 to nearly 4 million by the war’s
end.
The exception to this pattern of expansion was the New Deal itself. As President Roosevelt
announced in 1942, “Dr. New Deal” had been replaced by “Dr. Win the War.” No longer carrying the heavy
responsibility of bringing the nation out of the Great Depression, his administration directed all its
resources toward securing the planes, ships, guns, and food required for victory. Moreover, the 1942
elections weakened the New Deal coalition by unseating many liberal Democrats. The Republicans gained
forty-six new members in the House of Representatives, nine in the Senate. Republicans now had greater
opportunity to quash proposals to extend the social programs instituted during the 1930s. One by one,
New Deal agencies vanished.
Organizing the Economy
The decisive factor for victory, even more than military prowess and superior strategy, would be,
many observers agreed, the ability of the United States to out-produce its enemies. The country enjoyed
many advantages to meet this challenge: a large industrial base, abundant natural resources (largely free
from interference by the war), and a civilian population large enough to permit it to increase both its labor
force and its armed forces. Defense spending would lift the United States out of the Great Depression and
create the biggest economic boom in the history of any nation. But first the entire civilian economy had
to be both expanded and transformed for the production of arms and other military supplies.
By the summer of 1941, the federal government was pouring vast amounts into defense
production. Six months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, allocations topped $100 billion for equipment
and supplies, which exceeded what American firms had produced in any previous wars. Facing war orders
too large to fill, American industries were now primed for all-out production. Factories operated aroundthe-clock, seven days a week. In January 1943, Roosevelt formed the War Production Board to “exercise
general responsibility” for all this activity.
With better equipment and more motivation, American workers proved twice as productive as
the Germans, five times as productive as the Japanese. No wonder the actual volume of industrial output
expanded at the fastest rate in American history. Military production alone grew from 2 percent of the
1939 total gross national product to 40 percent of the 1943 total. “Something is happening,” announced
Time magazine, “that Adolf Hitler does not understand . . . it is the miracle of production.”
Businesses scored huge profits from military contracts. The government provided low-interest
loans and even direct subsidies for the expansion of facilities, with generous tax write-offs for retooling.
The 100 largest corporations, which manufactured 30 percent of all goods in 1940, garnered 70 percent
of all war and civilian contracts and the bulk of the war profits. On the other hand, many small businesses
closed, a half-million between 1941 and 1943 alone.
Defense production transformed entire regions. The impact was strongest in the West—the major
staging area for the war in the Pacific—where the federal government spent nearly $40 billion for military
and industrial expansion. California secured 10 percent of all federal funds, and by 1944, Los Angeles had
become the nation’s second largest manufacturing center, only slightly behind Detroit. The
South also benefited from 60 of the army’s 100 new camps. Its textile factories hummed: the army alone
required nearly 520 million pairs of socks and 230 million pairs of pants. The economic boom lifted entire
populations out of sharecropping and tenancy into well-paid industrial jobs in the cities and pumped
unprecedented profits into southern business. Across the country the rural population decreased by
almost 20 percent.
Despite a “Food for Freedom” program, American farmers could not keep up with the rising
international demand or even the domestic market for milk, potatoes, fruits, and sugar. The Department
of Agriculture reached its goals only in areas such as livestock production, thanks to skyrocketing
wholesale prices for meat. The war also speeded the development of large-scale, mechanized production
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of crops, including the first widespread use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. By 1945, farm income
had doubled, but thousands of small farms had disappeared, never to return.
New Workers
The wartime economy brought an unprecedented number of new workers into the labor force.
The bracero (from brazo, Spanish for “arms”) program, negotiated by United States and Mexico in 1942,
brought more than 200,000 Mexicans into the United States for short-term employment mainly as farm
workers. Wartime production also opened trades that had been previously closed to Mexican Americans,
such as shipbuilding. Sioux and Navajos were hired in large numbers to build ordnance depots and military
training centers. African Americans secured in just four years a greater variety of jobs than in the seven
decades since the outbreak of the Civil War. The number of black workers rose from 2,900,000 to
3,800,000.
The war most dramatically altered the wage-earning patterns of women. The female labor force
grew by more than 50 percent, reaching 19.5 million in 1945. The rate of growth proved especially high
for white women over the age of thirty-five, and for the first time married women became the majority
of female wage earners. The employment rate changed comparatively little for African American women;
fully 90 percent had been in the labor force in 1940. However, many black women left domestic service
for higher-paying jobs in industry.
Neither government nor industry rushed to recruit women. Well into the summer of 1942, the
Department of War advised businesses to hold back from hiring women “until all available male labor in
the area had first been employed.” Likewise, neither government nor industry expected women to stay
in their jobs when the war ended. “Rosie the Riveter” appeared in posters and advertisements as the
model female citizen, but only “for the duration.” In Washington, D.C., women bus drivers were given
badges to wear on their uniforms that read: “I am taking the place of a man who went to war.”
For the most part, advertisers used conventional gender stereotypes to make wartime jobs
appealing to women. Recruitment posters and informational films depicted women’s new industrial jobs
as simple variations of domestic tasks. Where once housewives sewed curtains for their kitchens, they
now produced silk parachutes. Their skill with a vacuum cleaner easily translated into riveting on huge
ships. “Instead of cutting a cake,” one newsreel explained, “this woman [factory worker] cuts the pattern
of aircraft parts. Instead of baking a cake, this woman is cooking gears to reduce the tension in the gears
after use.”
Compared to the Great Depression, when married women were barred from many jobs, World
War II opened up new fields. The number of women automobile workers, for example, jumped from
29,000 to 200,000, that of women electrical workers from 100,000 to 374,000. Polled near the end of the
war, the overwhelming majority—75 percent—of women workers expressed a desire to keep working,
preferably at the same jobs.
Although 17 million new jobs were created during the war, the economic gains were not evenly
distributed. Wages increased by as much as 50 percent but never as fast as profits or prices. This widely
reported disparity produced one of the most turbulent periods in American labor history. More workers
went on strike in 1941, before the United States entered the war, than in any previous year except 1919.
A militant union drive at Ford Motor Company’s enormous River Rouge plant made the United Auto
Workers (UAW) one of the most powerful labor organizations in the world. Total union membership
increased from 10.5 million to 14.7 million, with the women’s share alone rising from 11 to 23 percent.
Unions also enrolled 1,250,000 African Americans, twice the prewar number.
Once the United States entered the war, the major unions dutifully agreed to no-strike pledges
for its duration. Nevertheless, rank-and-file union members sporadically staged illegal “wildcat” strikes
during the war. The most dramatic, a walkout of more than a half-million coal miners in 1943, led by the
rambunctious John L. Lewis, withstood the attacks of the government and the press. Roosevelt repeatedly
ordered the mines seized, only to find, as Lewis retorted, that coal could not be mined with bayonets. The
Democratic majority in Congress passed the first federal antistrike bill, giving the president power to
penalize strikers, even to draft them. And yet the strikes grew in size and number, reaching a level greater
than in any other four-year period in American history.
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III. The Home Front | WHAT MAJOR changes occurred in American society as a consequence of wartime
mobilization?
Most Americans thoroughly appreciated the burst of prosperity brought on by wartime production, but
they also experienced food rationing, long workdays, and separation from loved ones. Alongside national
unity ran deep conflicts on the home front. Racial and ethnic hostilities flared repeatedly and on several
occasions erupted in violence.
Families in Wartime
Despite the uncertainties of wartime, or perhaps because of them, men and women rushed into
marriage. The surge in personal income caused by the wartime economic boom meant that many young
couples could afford to set up their own households—something their counterparts in the 1930s had not
been able to do. As one social scientist remarked at the time, “Economic conditions were ripe for a rush
to the altar.” For other couples, the prospect of separation provided the incentive. The U.S. Census Bureau
estimated that between 1940 and 1943, at least a million more people married than would have been
expected had there been no war. The marriage rate skyrocketed, peaking in 1946, but by 1946 the number
of divorces also set records.
Housing shortages were acute, and rents were high. So scarce were apartments that taxi drivers
became, for an extra fee, up-to-the-minute guides to vacancies. Able to set their own terms, landlords
frequently discriminated against families with children and even more so against racial minorities.
Supplying a household was scarcely less difficult. Although retailers extended their store hours
into the evenings and weekends, shopping had to be squeezed in between long hours on the job. Extra
planning was necessary for purchasing government-rationed staples such as meat, cheese, sugar, milk,
coffee, gasoline, and even shoes. To free up commercially grown produce for the troops overseas, many
families grew their own fruits and vegetables. In 1943, the peak year of Victory Gardens, three-fifths of
the population were “growing their own,” which amounted to a staggering 8 million tons of food that
year.
Although the Office of Price Administration tried to prevent inflation and ensure an equitable
distribution of foodstuffs, many women found it nearly impossible to manage both a demanding job and
a household. This dual responsibility contributed to high turnover and absentee rates in factories.
The care of small children became a major problem. Wartime employment or military service
often separated husbands and wives, leaving children in the hands of only one parent. But even when
families stayed together, both adults often worked long hours, sometimes on different shifts. Although
the War Manpower Commission estimated that as many as 2 million children needed some form of child
care, federally funded day-care centers served less than 10 percent of defense workers’ children. In most
communities, the limited facilities sponsored by industry or municipal governments could not keep up
with the growing number of “latchkey” children.
Juvenile delinquency rose during the war. With employers often relaxing minimum age
requirements for employment, many teenagers quit school for the high wages of factory jobs. Runaways
drifted from city to city, finding temporary work at wartime plants or at military installations. Gangs
formed in major urban areas, leading to brawling, prostitution, or automobile thefts for joy rides. Overall,
however, with so many young men either employed or serving in the armed forces, crime by juvenile as
well as adult males declined. In contrast, complaints against girls, mainly for sexual offenses or for running
away from home, increased significantly. In response, local officials created various youth agencies and
charged them with developing more recreational and welfare programs. Meanwhile, local school boards
appealed to employers to hire only older workers, and toward the end of the war the student dropout
rate began to decline.
Public health improved greatly during the war. Forced to cut back on expenditures for medical
care during the Great Depression, many Americans now spent large portions of their wartime paychecks
on doctors, dentists, and prescription drugs. But even more important were the medical benefits provided
to the more than 16 million men inducted into the armed forces and their dependents.
Nationally, incidences such communicable diseases as typhoid fever, tuberculosis, and diphtheria dropped
considerably, the infant death rate fell by more than a third, and life expectancy increased by three years.
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The death rate in 1942, excluding battle deaths, was the lowest in the nation’s history. In the South and
Southwest, however, racism and widespread poverty combined to halt or even reverse these trends.
These regions continued to have the highest infant and maternal mortality rates in the nation.
The Internment of Japanese Americans
After the attack on Pearl Harbor, many Americans feared an invasion of the mainland and
suspected Japanese Americans of secret loyalty to an enemy government. On December 8, 1941, the
federal government froze the financial assets of those born in Japan, known as Issei, who had been barred
from U.S. citizenship. Meanwhile, in the name of national defense, a coalition of politicians, patriotic
organizations, business groups, and military officials called for the removal of all Americans of Japanese
descent from Pacific coastal areas. Although a State Department intelligence report certified their loyalty,
Japanese Americans—two-thirds of whom were American-born citizens—became the only ethnic group
singled out for legal sanctions.
Charges of sedition masked long-standing racial prejudices. The press began to use the word “Jap”
in headlines, while political cartoonists employed blatant racial stereotypes. Popular songs appeared with
titles like “You’re a Sap, Mister Jap, to Make a Yankee Cranky.” “The very fact that no sabotage has taken
place to date,” an army report suggested, with twisted logic, “is a disturbing and confirming indication
that action will be taken.”
On February 19, 1942, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which in effect
authorized the exclusion of more than 112,000 Japanese American men, women, and children from
designated military areas, mainly in California, but also in Oregon, Washington, and southern Arizona. The
army prepared for forced evacuation, rounding up and removing Japanese Americans from the
communities where they had lived and worked, sometimes for generations.
During the spring of 1942, Japanese American families received one week’s notice to close up
their businesses and homes. Told to bring only what they could carry, they were then transported
to one of the ten internment camps managed by the War Relocation Authority. The guarded camps were
located as far away as Arkansas, although the majority had been set up in the remote desert areas of
Utah, Colorado, Idaho, Arizona, Wyoming, and California. Karl G. Yoneda described his quarters at
Manzanar in northern California:
There were no lights, stoves, or window panes. My two
cousins and I, together with seven others, were
crowded into a 25 30 foot room. We slept on army
cots with our clothes on. The next morning we
discovered that there were no toilets or washrooms. . . .
We saw GIs manning machine guns in the watchtowers.
The barbed wire fence which surrounded the camp
was visible against the background of the snow-covered
Sierra mountain range. “So this is the American-style
concentration camp,” someone remarked.
By August, virtually every west coast resident who had at least one Japanese grandparent had been
interned.
The Japanese American Citizens League charged that “racial animosity” rather than military
necessity had dictated the internment policy. Despite the protest of the American Civil Liberties Union
and several church groups against the abridgment of the civil rights of Japanese Americans, the Supreme
Court in Korematsu v. United States (1944) upheld the constitutionality of relocation on grounds of
national security. By this time a program of gradual release was in place, although the last center, at Tule
Lake, California, did not close until March 1946. In protest, nearly 6,000 Japanese Americans renounced
their U.S. citizenship. Japanese Americans had lost homes and businesses valued at $500 million in what
many historians judge as being the worst violation of American civil liberties during the war. Not until
1988 did the U.S. Congress vote reparations of $20,000 and a public apology to each of the 60,000
surviving victims.
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“Double V”: Victory at Home and Abroad
Throughout the war, African American activists conducted a “Double V” campaign, mobilizing not
only for Allied victory but for their own rights as citizens. “The army is about to take me to fight for
democracy,” one Detroit resident said, “but I would as leave fight for democracy right here.” Black
militants demanded, at a minimum, fair housing and equal employment opportunities.
Even before the United States entered the war, A. Philip Randolph, president of both the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and the National Negro Congress, had begun to mobilize against
discrimination. At a planning meeting in Chicago, a black woman proposed sending African Americans to
Washington, D.C., “from all over the country, in jalopies, in trains, and any way they can get there until
we get some action from the White House.” African Americans across the country began to prepare for a
“great rally” of no less than 100,000 people to be held at the Lincoln Memorial on the Fourth of July.
Eager to stop the March on Washington movement, President Roosevelt met with Randolph, who
proposed an executive order “making it mandatory that Negroes be permitted to work in [defense]
plants.” Randolph reviewed several drafts before approving the text that became, on June 25, 1941,
Executive Order 8802, banning discrimination in defense industries and government. The president later
appointed a Fair Employment Practices Committee to hear complaints and to redress grievances.
Randolph called off the march but remained determined to “shake up white America.”
Other civil rights organizations formed during wartime to fight both discrimination and Jim Crow
practices, including segregation in the U.S. armed forces. The interracial Congress of Racial Equality
(CORE), formed by pacifists in 1942, staged sit-ins at Chicago, Detroit, and Denver restaurants that refused
to serve African Americans. In several cities, CORE used nonviolent means to challenge racial segregation
in public facilities. Meanwhile, membership in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), which took a strong stand against discrimination in defense plants and in the military,
grew from 50,000 in 1940 to 450,000 in 1946.
The toughest struggles against discrimination took place, however, in local communities.
Approximately 1.2 million African Americans had left the rural South to take jobs in wartime industries,
and they faced not only serious housing shortages but whites intent on keeping them out of the best jobs
and neighborhoods. For example, “hate strikes” broke out in defense plants across the country when
African Americans were hired or upgraded to positions customarily held by white workers. In 1942, 20,000
white workers at the Packard Motor Car Company in Detroit walked out to protest the promotion of three
black workers. One year later, at a nearby U.S. Rubber Company factory, more than half the white workers
walked out when African American women began to operate the machinery.
Detroit was also the site of bloody race riots. In February 1942, when twenty black families
attempted to move into new federally funded apartments adjacent to a Polish American community, a
mob of 700 armed white protesters halted the moving vans and burned a cross on the project’s grounds.
Two months later, 1,750 city police and state troopers supervised the move of these families into the
Sojourner Truth Housing Project, named after the famous abolitionist and former slave. The following
summer, racial violence reached its wartime peak. Twenty-five blacks and nine whites were killed and
more than 700 were injured. By the time the 6,000 federal troops restored order, property losses topped
$2 million. One writer reported: “I thought that I had witnessed an experience peculiar to the Deep South.
On the streets of Detroit I saw again the same horrible exhibition of uninhibited hate as they fought and
killed one another—white against black—in a frenzy of homicidal mania, without rhyme or reason.”
During the summer of 1943, more than 270 racial conflicts occurred in nearly fifty cities. The poet Langston
Hughes, who supported U.S. involvement in the war, wrote:
Looky here, America
What you done done—
Let things drift
Until the riots come
Yet you say we’re fighting
For democracy.
Then why don’t democracy
Include me?
I ask you this question
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Cause I want to know
How long I got to fight
BOTH HITLER—AND JIM CROW.
Zoot-Suit Riots
On the night of June 4, 1943, sailors poured into nearly 200 cars and taxis to drive through the
streets of East Los Angeles in search of Mexican Americans dressed in zoot suits. The sailors assaulted
their victims at random, even chasing one youth into a movie theater and stripping him of his clothes
while the audience cheered. Riots broke out and continued for five days.
Two communities had collided, with tragic results. The sailors had only recently been uprooted
from their hometowns and regrouped under the strict discipline of boot camp. Now stationed in southern
California while awaiting departure overseas, they came face-to-face with Mexican American teenagers
wearing long-draped coats, pegged pants, pocket watches with oversized chains, and big floppy hats. To
the sailors, the zoot suit was not just a flamboyant fashion. Unlike the uniform the young sailors wore, the
zoot suit signaled defiance and a lack of patriotism.
The zoot-suiters, however, represented less than 10 percent of their community’s youth. More
than 300,000 Mexican Americans were serving in the armed forces (a number representing a greater
proportion of their draft-age population than other Americans), and they served in the most hazardous
branches, the paratrooper and marine corps. Many others were employed in war industries in Los
Angeles, which had become home to the largest community of Mexican Americans in the nation. For the
first time Mexican Americans were finding well-paying jobs, and, like African Americans, they expected
their government to protect them from discrimination.
Military and civilian authorities eventually contained the zoot-suit riots by ruling several sections
of Los Angeles off-limits to military personnel, and the city council passed legislation making the wearing
of a zoot suit in public a criminal offense. Many Mexican Americans expressed concern about their
personal safety; some feared that, after the government rounded up the Japanese, they would be the
next group sent to internment camps.
Popular Culture and “The Good War”
Global events shaped the lives of American civilians but appeared to touch them only indirectly
in their everyday activities. Food shortages, long hours in the factories, and even fears for loved ones
abroad did not take away all the pleasures of full employment and prosperity. With money in their
pockets, Americans spent freely at vacation resorts, country clubs, racetracks, nightclubs, dance halls, and
movie theaters. Sales of books skyrocketed, and spectator sports attracted huge audiences.
Popular music seemed to bridge the growing racial divisions of the neighborhood and the work
place. Transplanted southern musicians, black and white, brought their regional styles to northern cities.
Played on jukeboxes in bars, bus stations, and cafes, “country” and “rhythm & blues” not only won over
new audiences but also inspired musicians themselves to cross old boundaries. Musicians of the war years
“made them steel guitars cry and whine,” Ray Charles recalled. They also paved the way musically for the
emergence of rock and roll a decade later.
Many popular songs featured war themes. Personal sentiment meshed with government directive
to depict a “good war,” justifying massive sacrifice. The war was to be seen as a worthy and even noble
cause. The plaintive “A Rainbow at Midnight” by country singer Ernest Tubb expressed the hope of a
common “dogface” soldier looking beyond the misery and horror to the promise of a brighter tomorrow.
“Till Then,” recorded by the Mills Brothers, a harmonious black quartet, offered the prospect of a romantic
reunion when “the world will be free.” The era’s best-known tune, Irving Berlin’s “White Christmas,”
evoked a lyrical nostalgia of past celebrations with family and friends close by. On the lighter side, novelty
artist Spike Jones made his name with the “razz” or “Bronx cheer,” in “We’re Going to Ffft in the Fuehrer’s
Face.”
Meanwhile, Hollywood artists threw themselves into a perpetual round of fundraising and
morale-boosting public events. Movie stars called on fans to buy war bonds and to support the troops.
Combat films such as Action in the North Atlantic made heroes of ordinary Americans under fire, depicting
GIs of different races and ethnicities discovering their common humanity. Movies with antifascist themes,
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such as Tender Comrade, promoted friendship among Russians and Americans, while films like Since You
Went Away portrayed the loyalty and resilience of families with servicemen stationed overseas.
The wartime spirit also infected the juvenile world of comics. The climbing sales of nickel “books”
spawned a proliferation of patriotic superheroes such as the Green Lantern and Captain Marvel. Even
Bugs Bunny put on a uniform and fought sinister-looking enemies.
Fashion designers did their part. Padded shoulders and straight lines became popular for both
men and women. Patriotic Americans, such as civil defense volunteers and Red Cross workers, fancied
uniforms, and women employed in defense plants wore pants, often for the first time. Restrictions on
materials also influenced fashion. Production of nylon stockings was halted because the material was
needed for parachutes; women’s skirts were shortened, while the War Production Board encouraged
cuffless “Victory Suits” for men. Executive Order M-217 restricted the colors of shoes manufactured
during the war to “black, white, navy blue, and three shades of brown.”
Never to see a single battle, safeguarded by two oceans, many Americans nevertheless
experienced the war years as the most intense of their entire lives. Popular music, Hollywood movies,
radio programs, and advertisements—all screened by the Office of War Information—encouraged a sense
of personal involvement in a collective effort to preserve democracy at home and to save the world from
fascism. No one was excluded, no action considered insignificant. Even casual conversation came under
the purview of the government, which warned that “Loose Lips Sink Ships.”
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IV. Men and Women in Uniform| HOW DID the war affect the lives of American women?
During World War I, American soldiers served for a relatively brief period and in small numbers. A quartercentury later, World War II mobilized 16.4 million Americans into the armed forces. Although only 34
percent of men who served in the army saw combat—the majority during the final year of the war—the
experience had a powerful impact on nearly everyone. Whether working in the steno pool at Great Lakes
Naval Training Center in northern Illinois or slogging through mud with rifle in hand in the Philippines,
many men and women saw their lives reshaped in unpredictable ways. For those who survived, the war
often proved to be the defining experience of their lives.
Creating the Armed Forces
Before the European war broke out in 1939, the majority of the 200,000 men in the U.S. armed
forces were employed as military police, engaged in tasks such as patrolling the Mexican border or
occupying colonial possessions such as the Philippines. Neither the Army nor the Navy was prepared for
the scale of combat World War II entailed. Only the U.S. Marine Corps, which had been planning since the
1920s to wrest control of the western Pacific from Japan, was poised to fight.
On October 16, 1940, National Registration Day, all men between the ages of twenty-one and
thirty-six were legally obligated to register for military service. After the United States entered the war,
the draft age was lowered to eighteen, and local boards were instructed to choose first from the youngest.
One-third of the men examined by the Selective Service were rejected. Surprising numbers were
refused induction because they were physically unfit for military service. For the first time, men were
screened for “neuropsychiatric disorders or emotional problems,” and approximately 1.6 million were
rejected on this reason. At a time when only one American in four graduated from high school, induction
centers turned away many conscripts because they were functionally illiterate. But those who passed the
screening tests joined the best-educated army in history: nearly half of white draftees had graduated from
high school and 10 percent had attended college.
The officer corps, whose top-ranking members were from the Command and General Staff School
at Fort Leavenworth, tended to be highly professional, politically conservative, and personally autocratic.
General Douglas MacArthur, supreme commander in the Pacific theater, was said to admire the discipline
of the German army and to disparage political democracy. General Dwight D. Eisenhower, however,
supreme commander of the Allied forces in Europe, projected a new and contrasting spirit. Distrusted by
MacArthur and many of the older brass, Eisenhower appeared to his troops a model of leadership.
The democratic rhetoric of the war and the sudden massive expansion of the armed forces
contributed to this transformation of the officer corps. A shortage of officers during World War I had
prompted a huge expansion of the Reserve Officer Training Corps, but it still could not meet the demand
for trained officers. Racing to make up for the deficiency, Army Chief of Staff George Marshall opened
schools for officer candidates. In 1942, in seventeen-week training periods, these schools produced more
than 54,000 platoon leaders. Closer in sensibility to the civilian population, these new officers were the
kind of leaders Eisenhower sought.
Most GIs (short for “government issue”), who were the vast majority of draftees, had limited
contact with officers at the higher levels and instead forged bonds with their company commanders and
men within their own combat units. “Everyone wants someone to look up to when he’s scared,” one GI
explained. Most of all, soldiers depended on the solidarity of the group and the loyalty of their buddies to
pull them through the war. Proud to serve in “the best-dressed, best-fed, best-equipped army in the
world,” the majority of these citizen-soldiers wanted foremost “to get the task done” and return soon to
their families and communities.
Women Enter the Military
With the approach of World War II, Massachusetts Republican Congresswoman Edith Nourse
Rogers proposed legislation for the formation of a women’s corps. The army instead drafted its own bill,
which both Rogers and Eleanor Roosevelt supported, creating in May 1942 the Women’s Army Auxiliary
Corps (WAAC), later changed to Women’s Army Corps (WAC). In 1942–43, other bills established a

Out of Many, 6e | Chapter 25 | Page 12 of 25

women’s division of the navy (WAVES), the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots, and the Marine Corps
Women’s Reserve.
Overall, more than 350,000 women served in World War II, two-thirds of them in the WACS and
WAVES. As a group, they were better educated and more skilled—although paid less—than the average
soldier. However, military policy prohibited women from supervising male workers, even in offices.
Although barred from combat, women were not necessarily protected from danger. Nurses
accompanied the troops into combat in Africa, Italy, and France, treated men under fire, and dug and lived
in their own foxholes. More than 1,000 women flew planes, although not in combat missions. Others
worked as photographers and crypto analysts. The vast majority remained far from battlefronts, however,
stationed mainly within the United States, where they served in administration, communications, clerical,
or health-care facilities.
The WACS and WAVES were both subject to hostile commentary and bad publicity. The
overwhelming majority of soldiers believed that most WACS were prostitutes, and the War Department
itself, fearing “immorality” among women in the armed forces, closely monitored their conduct and
established much stricter rules for women than for men. The U.S. Marine Corps even used intelligence
officers to ferret out suspected lesbians or women who showed “homosexual tendencies” (as opposed to
homosexual acts), both causes for dishonorable discharge.
Old Practices and New Horizons
The Selective Service Act, in response to the demands of African American leaders, specified that
“there shall be no discrimination against any person on account of race or color.” The draft brought
hundreds of thousands of young black men into the army, and African Americans enlisted at a rate 60
percent above their proportion of the general population. By 1944 black soldiers represented 10 percent
of the army’s troops, and overall approximately 1 million African Americans served in the armed forces
during World War II. The army, however, channeled black recruits into segregated, poorly equipped units,
which were commanded by white officers. Secretary of War Henry Stimson refused to challenge this
policy, saying that the army could not operate effectively as “a sociological laboratory.” The majority
served in the Signal, Engineer, and Quartermaster Corps, mainly in construction or stevedore work. Only
toward the end of the war, when the shortage of infantry neared a crisis, were African Americans
permitted to rise to combat status. The all-black 761st Tank Battalion, the first African American unit in
combat, won a Medal of Honor after 183 days in action. And despite the very small number of African
Americans admitted to the Air Force, the 99th Pursuit Squadron earned high marks in action against the
feared German air force, the Luftwaffe. Even the Marine Corps and the Coast Guard agreed to end their
historic exclusion of African Americans, although they recruited and promoted only a small number.
The ordinary black soldier, sailor, or marine experienced few benefits from the late-in-the-war
gains of a few. They encountered discrimination everywhere, from the army canteen to the religious
chapels. Even the blood banks kept blood segregated by race (although a black physician, Dr. Charles
Drew, had invented the process for storing plasma). The year 1943 marked the peak of unrest, with violent
confrontations between blacks and whites breaking out at military installations, especially in the South
where the majority of African American soldiers were stationed. Toward the end of the war, to improve
morale among black servicemen, the army relaxed its policy of segregation, mainly in recreational
facilities. Although enforcement was uneven and haphazard, the new policy paved the way for integration
within a decade of the war’s end.
The army also grouped Japanese Americans into segregated units, sending most to fight far from
the Pacific theater. Better educated than the average soldier, many Nisei soldiers who knew Japanese
served stateside as interpreters and translators. When the army decided to create a Nisei regiment, more
than 10,000 volunteers stepped forward, only one in five of whom was accepted. The Nisei 442nd fought
heroically in Italy and France and became the most decorated regiment in the war.
Despite segregation, the armed forces ultimately pulled Americans of all varieties out of their
communities. Many Jews and other second-generation European immigrants, for example, described
their stint in the military as an “Americanizing” experience. Many Indian peoples left reservations for the
first time, approximately 25,000 serving in the armed forces. Many Navajo “code talkers,” for example,
who used a special code based on their native language to transmit information among military units,
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learned English in special classes established by the marines. For many African Americans, military service
provided a bridge to postwar civil rights agitation. Amzie Moore, who later helped to organize the
Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, traced his understanding that “people are just people” to his
experiences in the armed forces during World War II.
Many homosexuals also discovered a wider world. Despite a policy barring them from military
service, most slipped through mass screening at induction centers. Moreover, the emotional pressures of
wartime, especially the fear of death, encouraged close friendships, and homosexuals in the military often
found more room than in civilian life to express their sexual orientation openly. In army canteens, for
example, men often danced with one another, whereas in civilian settings they would have been subject
to ridicule or even arrest for such activity. “The war is a tragedy to my mind and soul,” one gay soldier
confided, “but to my physical being, it’s a memorable experience.” Lesbian WACS and WAVES had similar
tales.
Most soldiers looked back at the war, with all its dangers and discomforts, as the greatest
experience they would ever know. As the New Republic predicted in 1943, they met fellow Americans
from every part of the country and recognized for the first time in their lives “the bigness and wholeness
of the United States.” “Hughie was a Georgia cracker, so he knew something about moonshine,”
remembered one soldier. Another fondly recalled “this fellow from Wisconsin we called ‘Moose.’” The
army itself promoted these expectations of new experience. Twenty-Seven Soldiers (1944), a governmentproduced film for the troops, showed Allied soldiers of several nationalities all working together in
harmony.
The Medical Corps
The chance of being killed in combat was surprisingly small, estimated at less than 1 in 50, but the
risk of injury was much higher. By the time the war ended, the army reported 949,000 casualties, including
175,000 who had been killed in action. Although the European Theater produced the greatest number of
casualties, the Pacific held grave dangers in addition to artillery fire. For the soldiers fighting in hot, humid
jungles, malaria, typhus, diarrhea, or dengue fever posed the most common threat to their lives. For the
25th Infantry Division, which landed in Guadalcanal in 1943, the malaria-carrying mosquito proved a more
formidable enemy than Japanese forces.
The prolonged stress of combat also took a toll in the form of “battle fatigue.” Despite the rigorous
screening of recruits, more than 1 million soldiers suffered at one time or another from debilitating
psychiatric symptoms, and the number of men discharged for neuropsychiatric reasons was 2.5 times
greater than in previous wars. The cause, psychiatrists concluded, was not individual weakness but long
stints in the front lines. In France, for example, where soldiers spent up to 200 days in the field without a
break from fighting, thousands cracked, occasionally inflicting wounds on themselves in order to be sent
home. One who simply fled the battlefront, Private Eddie Slovik, was tried and executed for desertion—
the first such execution since the Civil War. In 1944, the army concluded that eight months in combat was
the maximum and instituted, when replacements were available, a rotation system to relieve exhausted
soldiers.
To care for sick and wounded soldiers, the army depended on a variety of medical personnel.
Soldiers received first aid training as part of basic training, and they went into battle equipped with
bandages to treat minor wounds. For the most part, however, they relied on the talents of trained
physicians and medics. The Army Medical Corps sent doctors to the front lines. Working in makeshift tent
hospitals, these physicians advanced surgical techniques and, with the use of new “wonder” drugs such
as penicillin, saved the lives of many wounded soldiers. Of the soldiers who underwent emergency surgery
on the field, more than 85 percent survived. Overall, less than 4 percent of all soldiers who received
medical care died as a result of their injuries. Much of the success in treatment came from the use of
blood plasma, which reduced the often lethal effect of shock from severe bleeding. By 1945, the American
Red Cross Blood Bank, which was formed four years earlier, had collected more than 13 million units of
blood from volunteers, converted most of it into dried plasma, and made it readily available throughout
the European Theater.
Grateful for the care of skilled surgeons, many soldiers nevertheless named medics the true
heroes of the battlefront. Between thirty to forty medics were attached to each infantry battalion, and
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they were responsible for emergency first aid and for transporting the wounded to the aid station and if
necessary on to the field hospital. Many medics were recruited from the approximately 35,000
conscientious objectors, who were defined by the Selective Service as a person “who, by reason of
religious training and belief, is conscientiously opposed to participation in war in any form.”
In the military hospitals, American nurses supplied the bulk of care to recovering soldiers. Before
World War II, the Army Nurse Corps, created in 1901, was scarcely a military organization, with recruits
earning neither military pay nor rank. To overcome the short supply of nurses, Congress extended military
rank to nurses in 1944, although only for the duration and for six months after the war ended. In
1945, Congress came close to passing a bill to draft nurses. Like medics, army nurses went first to training
centers in the United States, learning how to dig foxholes and dodge bullets before being sent overseas.
By 1945, approximately 56,000 women, including 500 African American women, were on active duty in
the Army Nurse Corps, staffing medical facilities in every theater of the war.
Prisoners of War
Approximately 120,000 Americans became prisoners of war (POWs). Those captured by the
Germans were taken back to camps—Olfags for officers or Stalags for enlisted men—where they sat out
the remainder of the war, mainly fighting boredom. Registered by the Swiss Red Cross, they could receive
packages of supplies and occasionally join work brigades. By contrast, Russian POWs were starved and
occasionally murdered in German camps.
Conditions for POWs in the Pacific were, however, worse than abysmal. Of the 20,000 Americans
captured in the Philippines early in the war, only 40 percent survived to return home in 1945. At least
6,000 American and Filipino prisoners, beaten and denied food and water, died on the notorious eightymile “Death March” through the jungles on the Bataan Peninsula in 1942. After the survivors reached the
former U.S. airbase Camp O’Donnell, hundreds died weekly in a cesspool of disease and squalor.
The Japanese army felt only contempt for POWs; its own soldiers evaded capture by killing
themselves. The Imperial Army assigned its most brutal troops to guard prisoners and imposed strict and
brutal discipline in the camps. In a postwar survey, 90 percent of former POWs from the Pacific reported
that they had been beaten. A desire for retribution, as well as racist attitudes, prompted GIs to treat
Japanese prisoners far more brutally than enemy soldiers captured in Europe or Africa.
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V. The World At War | WHAT WERE the main points of Allied military strategy in both Europe and Asia?
During the first year of declared war, the Allies remained on the defensive. Hitler’s forces held the
European Continent and pounded England with aerial bombardments while driving deep into Russia and
across northern Africa to take the Suez Canal. The situation in the Pacific was scarcely better. Just two
hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Japanese planes struck the main U.S. base in the Philippines and
demolished half the air force commanded by General Douglas MacArthur. Within a short time, MacArthur
was forced to withdraw his troops to the Bataan Peninsula, admitting that Japan had practically seized
the Pacific. Roosevelt called the news “all bad,” and his military advisers predicted a long fight to victory.
But the Allies enjoyed several important advantages: vast natural resources and a skilled
workforce with sufficient reserves to accelerate the production of weapons and ammunitions; the
determination of millions of antifascists throughout Europe and Asia; and the capacity of the Soviet Union
to endure immense losses. Slowly at first, but then with quickening speed, these advantages made
themselves felt.
Soviets Halt Nazi Drive
The weapons and tactics of World War II were radically different from those of World War I. Unlike
World War I, which was fought by immobile armies kept in trenches by bursts of machine-gun fire, World
War II was a war of offensive maneuvers punctuated by surprise attacks. Its chief weapons were tanks
and airplanes, combining mobility and concentrated firepower. Also of major importance were artillery
and explosives, which according to some estimates accounted for more than 30 percent of the casualties.
Major improvements in communication systems, mainly two-way radio transmission and radiotelephony
that permitted commanders to stay in contact with division leaders, also played a decisive role from the
beginning of the war.
Early on, Hitler had used these methods to seize the advantage, purposefully creating terror
among the stricken populations of western Europe as he routed their armies. The Royal Air Force,
however, fought the Luftwaffe to a standstill in the Battle of Britain, frustrating Hitler’s hopes of invading
England. In the summer of 1941, he turned his attention to the east, hoping to invade and conquer the
Soviet Union before the United States entered the war. But he had to delay the invasion in order to
support Mussolini, whose weak army had been pushed back in North Africa and Greece. The attack on
Russia did not come until June 22, six weeks later than planned and too late to achieve its goals before
the brutal Russian winter began.
The burden of the war now fell on the Soviet Union. From June to September, Hitler’s forces
overran the Red Army, killing or capturing nearly 3 million soldiers and leaving thousands to die from
exposure or starvation. But Nazi commanders did not count on civilian resistance. The Soviets rallied,
cutting German supply lines and sending every available resource to Soviet troops concentrated just
outside Moscow. After furious fighting and the onset of severe winter weather, the Red Army launched a
massive counterattack, catching the freezing German troops off guard. For the first time, the Nazi war
machine suffered a major setback.
Turning strategically away from Moscow, during the summer of 1942 German troops headed
toward Crimea and the rich oil fields of the Caucasus. Still set on conquering the Soviet Union and turning
its vast resources to his own use, Hitler decided to attack Stalingrad, a major industrial city on the Volga
River. The Soviets suffered more casualties during the battles that followed than Americans did during the
entire war. But intense house-to-house and street fighting and a massive Soviet counteroffensive took an
even greater toll on the Nazi fighting machine. By February 1943, the German
Sixth Army had met defeat, overpowered by Soviet troops and weapons. More than 100,000 German
soldiers surrendered.
Already in retreat but plotting one last desperate attempt to halt the Red Army, the Germans
threw most of their remaining armored vehicles into action at Kursk, in the Ukraine, in July 1943. The clash
quickly developed into the greatest land battle in history. More than 2 million troops and 6,000 tanks
went into action. After another stunning defeat, the Germans had decisively lost the initiative. Their only
option was to delay the advance of the Red Army against their homeland.
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Meanwhile, the Soviet Union had begun to recover from its early losses, even as tens of millions
of its own people remained homeless and near starvation. Assisted by the U.S. Lend-Lease program, by
1942 the Soviets were out-producing Germany in many types of weapons and other supplies. Nazi officers
and German civilians alike began to doubt that Hitler could win the war. The Soviet victories had turned
the tide of the war.
The Allied Offensive
In the spring of 1942, Germany, Italy, and Japan commanded a territory extending from France to
the Pacific Ocean. They controlled central Europe and a large section of the Soviet Union, as well as
considerable parts of China and the southwestern Pacific. But their momentum was flagging. American
shipbuilding outpaced the punishment Nazi submarines inflicted on Allied shipping, and sub-sinking
destroyers greatly reduced the submarines’ threat. The United States far outstripped Germany in the
production of landing craft and amphibious vehicles, two of the most important innovations of the war.
Also outnumbered by the Allies, the German air force was limited to defensive action. On land, the United
States and Great Britain had the trucks and jeeps to field fully mobile armies, while German troops
marched in and out of Russia with packhorses.
Still, German forces represented a mighty opponent on the European Continent. Fighting the
Nazis almost alone, the Soviets repeatedly appealed for the creation of a Second Front, an Allied offensive
against Germany from the west. The Allies focused instead on securing North Africa and then on an
invasion of Italy, hoping to move from there into central Europe.
On the night of October 23–24, 1942, near El Alamein in the desert of western Egypt, the British
Eighth Army halted a major offensive by the German Afrika Korps, headed by General Erwin Rommel, the
famed “Desert Fox.” Although suffering heavy losses—approximately 13,000 men and more than 500
tanks—British forces destroyed the Italian North African Army and much of Germany’s Afrika Korps.
Americans entered the war in Europe as part of Operation Torch, the landing of British and American
troops on the coast of Morocco and Algeria in November 1942, the largest amphibious military landing to
that date. The Allies then fought their way along the coast, entering Tunis in triumph six months later.
With the surrender of a quarter-million Germans and Italians in Tunisia in May 1943, the Allies controlled
North Africa and had a secure position in the Mediterranean. During the North African campaign, the
Allies announced that they would accept nothing less than the unconditional surrender of their enemies.
In January 1943, Roosevelt and Churchill had met in Casablanca in Morocco and ruled out any possibility
of negotiation with the Axis powers. Roosevelt’s supporters hailed the policy as a clear statement of goals,
a promise to the world that the scourge of fascism would be completely banished. Stalin, who did not
attend the meeting, criticized the policy, fearing that it would only increase the enemy’s determination to
fight to the end. Other critics similarly charged that the demand for total capitulation would serve to
prolong the war and lengthen the casualty list.
Allied aerial bombing further increased pressure on Germany. Many U.S. leaders believed that in
the B-17 Flying Fortress, the air force possessed the ultimate weapon, “the mightiest bomber ever built.”
The U.S. Army Air Corps described this bomber as a “humane” weapon, capable of hitting specific military
targets and sparing the lives of civilians. But when weather or darkness required pilots to depend on radar
for sightings, they couldn’t distinguish clearly between factories and schools or between military barracks
and private homes, and bombs might fall within a range of nearly two miles from the intended target.
American pilots preferred to bomb during daylight hours, while the British bombed during the night.
Bombing missions over the Rhineland and the Ruhr successfully took out many German factories. But the
Germans responded by relocating their plants, often dispersing light industry to the countryside.
Determined to break German resistance, the Royal Air Force redirected its main attack away from
military sites to cities, including fuel dumps and public transportation. Hamburg was practically leveled.
Between 60,000 and 100,000 people were killed, and 300,000 buildings were destroyed. Sixty other cities
were hit hard, leaving 20 percent of Germany’s total residential area in ruins. The very worst air raid of
the war—650,000 incendiary bombs dropped on the city of Dresden, destroying eight square miles and
killing 135,000 civilians—had no military value.
The Allied strategic air offensive weakened the German economy and undermined civilian morale.
Moreover, in trying to defend German cities and factories, the Luftwaffe sacrificed many of its fighter
Out of Many, 6e | Chapter 25 | Page 17 of 25

planes. When the Allies finally invaded western Europe in the summer and fall of 1944, they would enjoy
superiority in the air.
The Allied Invasion of Europe
During the summer of 1943, the Allies began to advance on southern Italy. On July 10, British and
American troops stormed Sicily from two directions and conquered the island in mid-August. King Vittorio
Emmanuel dismissed Mussolini, calling him “the most despised man in Italy,” and Italians, by now
disgusted with the fascist government, celebrated in the streets. Italy surrendered to the Allies on
September 8, and Allied troops landed on the southern Italian peninsula. But Hitler sent new divisions into
Italy, occupied the northern peninsula, and effectively stalled the Allied campaign. When the European
war ended, the German and Allied armies were still battling on Italy’s rugged terrain.
Elsewhere in occupied Europe, armed uprisings against the Nazis spread. The brutalized
inhabitants of Warsaw’s Jewish ghetto repeatedly rose up against their tormentors during the winter and
spring of 1943. Realizing that they could not hope to defeat superior forces, they finally sealed off their
quarter, executed collaborators, and fought invaders, street by street and house by house. Scattered
revolts followed in the Nazi labor camps, where military prisoners of war and civilians were being worked
to death on starvation rations.
Partisans were active in many sections of Europe, from Norway to Greece and from Poland to
France. Untrained and unarmed by any military standard, organized groups of men, women, and children
risked their lives to distribute antifascist propaganda, taking action against rich and powerful Nazi
collaborators. They smuggled food and weapons to clandestine resistance groups and prepared the way
for Allied offensives. As Axis forces grew weaker and partially withdrew, the partisans worked more and
more openly, arming citizens to fight for their own freedom.
Meanwhile, Stalin continued to push for a second front. Stalled in Italy, the Allies prepared in early
1944 for Operation Overlord, a campaign to retake the Continent with a decisive counterattack through
France. American and British forces began by filling the southern half of England with military camps. All
leaves were canceled. New weapons, such as amphibious armored vehicles, were carefully camouflaged.
Fortunately, Hitler had few planes or ships left, so the Germans could defend the coast only with fixed
bunkers whose location the Allies ascertained. Operation Overlord began with a pre-invasion air assault
that dropped 76,000 tons of bombs on Nazi targets.
The Allied invasion finally began on “D-Day,” June 6, 1944. Under steady German fire the Allied
fleet brought to the shores of Normandy more than 175,000 troops and more than 20,000 vehicles—an
accomplishment unimaginable in any previous war. Although the Germans had responded slowly,
anticipating an Allied strike at Calais instead of Normandy, at Omaha Beach they had prepared their
defense almost perfectly. Wave after wave of Allied landings met machine-gun and mortar fire, and the
tides filled with corpses and those pretending to be dead. Some 2,500 troops died, many before they
could fire a shot. Nevertheless, in the next six weeks, nearly 1 million more Allied soldiers came ashore,
broke out of Normandy, and prepared to march inland.
As the fighting continued, all eyes turned to Paris, the premier city of Europe. Allied bombers
pounded factories producing German munitions on the outskirts of the French capital. As dispirited
German soldiers retreated, many now hoping only to survive, the French Resistance unfurled the French
flag at impromptu demonstrations on Bastille Day, July 14. On August 10, railway workers staged one of
the first successful strikes against Nazi occupiers, and three days later the Paris police defected to the
Resistance, which proclaimed in leaflets that “the hour of liberation has come.” General Charles de Gaulle,
accompanied by Allied troops, arrived in Paris on August 25 to become president of the reestablished
French Republic.
One occupied European nation after another swiftly fell to the Allied armies. But the Allied troops
had only reached a resting place between bloody battles.
The High Cost of European Victory
In September 1944, Allied commanders searched for a strategy to end the war quickly. Missing a
spectacular chance to move through largely undefended territory and on to Berlin, they turned north
instead, intending to open the Netherlands for Allied armies on their way to Germany’s industrial
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heartland. Faulty intelligence reports overlooked a well-armed German division at Arnhem, Holland,
waiting to cut Allied paratroopers to pieces. By the end of the battle, the Germans had captured 6,000
Americans.
In a final, desperate effort to reverse the Allied momentum, Hitler directed his last reserves, a
quarter-million men, at Allied lines in the Belgian forest of the Ardennes. In what is known as the Battle
of the Bulge, the Germans took the Allies by surprise, driving them back 50 miles before they were
stopped. This last effort—the bloodiest single campaign Americans had been involved in since the battle
of Gettysburg—exhausted the German capacity for counterattack. After Christmas Day 1944, the
Germans fell back, retreating into their own territory.
The end was now in sight. In March 1945, the Allies rolled across the Rhine and took the Ruhr
Valley with its precious industrial resources. The defense of Germany, now hopeless, had fallen into the
hands of young teenagers and elderly men. By the time of the German surrender, May 8, Hitler had
committed suicide in a Berlin bunker and high Nazi officials were planning their escape routes. The
casualties of the Allied European campaign had been enormous, if still small compared to those of the
Eastern Front: more than 200,000 killed and almost 800,000 wounded, missing, or dead in non-battle
accidents and unrelated illness.
The War in Asia and the Pacific
The war that had begun with Pearl Harbor rapidly escalated into scattered fighting across a region
of the world far larger than all of Europe, stretching from Southeast Asia to the Aleutian Islands. Japan
followed up its early advantage by cutting the supply routes between Burma and China, crushing the
British navy, and seizing the Philippines, Hong Kong, Wake Island, British Malaya, and Thailand. Although
China officially joined the Allies on December 9, 1941, and General Stillwell arrived in March as
commander of the China-Burma-India theater, the military mission there remained on the defensive.
Meanwhile, after tenacious fighting on the Bataan Peninsula and on the island of Corregidor, the U.S.
troops not captured or killed retreated to Australia.
At first, nationalist and anticolonial sentiment played into Japanese hands. Japan succeeded with
only 200,000 men because so few inhabitants of the imperial colonies of Britain and France would fight
to defend them. Japan installed puppet “independent” governments in Burma and the Philippines. But
the new Japanese empire proved terrifyingly cruel. A panicky exodus of refugees precipitated a famine in
Bengal, India, which took nearly 3,500,000 lives in 1943. Nationalists from Indochina to the Philippines
turned against the Japanese, establishing guerrilla armies that cut Japanese supply lines and prepared the
way for Allied victory.
Six months after the disaster at Pearl Harbor, the United States began to regain naval superiority
in the central Pacific and halt Japanese expansion. In an aircraft carrier duel with spectacular aerial battles
during the Battle of the Coral Sea on May 7 and 8, the United States blocked a Japanese threat to Australia.
A month later, the Japanese fleet converged on Midway Island, which was strategically vital to American
communications and the defense of Hawai’i. American strategists, however, thanks to specialists who had
broken Japanese codes, knew when and where the Japanese planned to attack. The two carrier fleets,
separated by hundreds of miles, clashed at the Battle of Midway on June 4. American planes sank four of
Japan’s vital aircraft carriers and destroyed hundreds of planes, ending Japan’s offensive threat to Hawai’I
and the U.S. west coast.
But the war for the Pacific was far from over. By pulling back their offensive perimeter, the
Japanese concentrated their remaining forces. Their commanders calculated that bitter fighting, with high
casualties on both sides, would wear down the American troops. The U.S. command, divided between
General Douglas MacArthur in the southwest Pacific and Admiral Chester Nimitz in the central Pacific,
needed to develop a counterstrategy to strangle the Japanese import-based economy and to retake
strategic islands closer to the homeland.
The Allies launched their counteroffensive campaign on the Solomon Islands and Papua, near New
Guinea. American and Australian ground forces fought together through the jungles of Papua, while the
marines prepared to attack the Japanese stronghold of Guadalcanal. American forces ran low on food and
ammunition during the fierce six-month struggle on Guadalcanal, while the Japanese were reduced to
eating roots and berries. American logistics were not always well planned: a week before
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Christmas in the subtropical climate, a shipment of winter coats arrived! But with strong supply lines
secured in a series of costly naval battles, the Americans were finally victorious in February 1943, proving
that they could defeat Japanese forces in brutal jungle combat.
For the next two years, the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps, in a strategy known as “island hopping,”
pushed to capture a series of important atolls from their well-armed Japanese defenders and open a path
to Japan. The first of these assaults, which cost more than 1,000 marines their lives, was on Tarawa, in
November 1943, in the Gilbert Islands. In subsequent battles in 1944, American forces occupied Guam,
Saipan, and Tinian in the Marianas Islands, within air range of the Japanese home islands. In another
decisive naval engagement, the Battle of the Philippine Sea, fought in June 1944, the Japanese fleet
suffered a crippling loss.
In October 1944, General MacArthur led a force of 250,000 to retake the Philippines. In a bid to
defend the islands, practically all that remained of the Japanese navy threw itself at the American invaders
in the Battle of Leyte Gulf, the largest naval battle in history. The Japanese lost eighteen ships, leaving the
United States in control of the Pacific. While MacArthur continued to advance toward Luzon, the marines
waged a successful battle on the small but important island of Iwo Jima. The death toll, however, was
high, with casualties estimated at nearly 27,000. The ground fighting in the Philippines, meanwhile, cost
100,000 Filipino civilians their lives and left Manila devastated.
The struggle for the island of Okinawa, 350 miles southwest of the home islands of Japan and the
site of vital airbases, proved even more bloody. The invasion of the island, which began on Easter Sunday,
April 1, 1945, was the largest amphibious operation mounted by Americans in the Pacific war. It was met
by waves of Japanese kamikaze (“divine wind”) pilots flying suicide missions in planes with a 500-pound
bomb and only enough fuel for a one-way flight. On the ground, U.S. troops used flame-throwers, each
with 300 gallons of napalm, against the dug-in Japanese. More Americans died or were wounded in
Okinawa than at Normandy. By the end of June, the Japanese had lost 140,000, including 42,000 civilians.
With the war over in Europe, the Allies concentrated on Japan, and their air and sea attacks on
mainland Japan began to take their toll. U.S. submarines drastically reduced the ability of ships to reach
Japan with supplies. Since the taking of Guam, American bombers had been able to reach Tokyo and other
Japanese cities, with devastating results. Massive fire bombings burned thousands of civilians alive in their
mostly wood or bamboo homes and apartments and left hundreds of thousands homeless.
Japan could not hold out forever. Without a navy or air force, the government could not transport
the oil, tin, rubber, and grain needed to maintain its soldiers. Great Britain and particularly the United
States, however, pressed for quick unconditional surrender. They had special reasons to hurry. Earlier
they had sought a commitment from the Soviet Union to invade Japan, but now they looked beyond the
war, determined to prevent the Red Army from taking any territories held by the Japanese.
These calculations and the anticipation that an invasion would be extremely bloody set the stage for the
use of a secret weapon that American scientists had been preparing: the atomic bomb.
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VI. The Last Stages of War | WHAT DIPLOMATIC efforts were used to end the war and establish the terms
of peace?
From the attack on Pearl Harbor until mid-1943, President Roosevelt and his advisers had focused on
military strategy rather than on plans for peace. But once the defeat of Nazi Germany appeared in sight,
high government officials began to reconsider their diplomatic objectives. Roosevelt wanted both to crush
the Axis powers and to establish a system of collective security to prevent another world war. He knew
he could not succeed without the cooperation of the other key leaders, Stalin and Churchill.
During 1944 and 1945, the “Big Three” met to hammer out the shape of the postwar world. Although
none of these nations expected to reach a final agreement, neither did they anticipate how quickly they
would be confronted with momentous global events. It soon became clear that the only thing holding the
Allies together was the mission of destroying the Axis.
American Communities: Los Alamos, New Mexico
On Monday, July 16, 1945, at 5:29:45 A.M., Mountain War Time, the first atomic bomb exploded
in a brilliant flash visible in three states. Within just seven minutes, a huge, multicolored, bell-shaped
cloud soared 38,000 feet into the atmosphere and threw back a blanket of smoke and soot to the earth
below. The heat generated by the blast was four times the temperature at the center of the sun, and the
light produced rivaled that of nearly twenty suns. Even ten miles away people felt a strong surge of heat.
The giant fireball ripped a crater a half-mile wide in the ground, fusing the desert sand into glass. The
shock wave blew out windows in houses more than 200 miles away. The blast killed every living creature—
squirrels, rabbits, snakes, plants, and insects—within a mile, and the smells of death lingered for nearly a
month.
Very early that morning, Ruby Wilkening had driven to a nearby mountain ridge, where she joined
several other women waiting for the blast. Wilkening worried about her husband, a physicist, who was
already at the test site. No one knew exactly what to expect, not even the scientists who developed the
bomb.
The Wilkenings were part of a unique community of scientists who had been marshaled for war.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt, convinced by Albert Einstein and other physicists that the Nazis might
successfully develop an atomic bomb, had inaugurated a small nuclear research program in 1939. Soon
after the United States entered World War II, the president released resources to create the Manhattan
Project and placed it under the direction of the Army Corps of Engineers. By December 1942, a team
headed by Italian-born Nobel Prize winner Enrico Fermi had produced the first chain reaction in uranium
under the University of Chicago’s football stadium. Now the mission was to build a new, formidable
weapon of war, the atomic bomb.
In March 1943, the government moved the key researchers and their families to Los Alamos, New
Mexico, a remote and sparsely populated region of soaring peaks, ancient Indian ruins, modern pueblos,
and villages occupied by the descendants of the earliest Spanish settlers. Some families occupied a former
boys’ preparatory school until new houses could be built; others doubled up in rugged log cabins or nearby
ranches. Construction of new quarters proceeded slowly, causing nasty disputes between the “long-hairs”
(scientists) and the “plumbers” (army engineers) in charge of the grounds. Despite the chaos, outstanding
American and European scientists eagerly signed up. Most were young, with an average age of twentyseven, and quite a few were recently married. Many couples began their families at Los Alamos, producing
a total of nearly a thousand babies between 1943 and 1949.
The scientists and their families formed an exceptionally close-knit community, united by the
need for secrecy and their shared antagonism toward their army guardians. The military atmosphere was
oppressive. Homes and laboratories were cordoned off by barbed wire and guarded by military police.
Everything, from linens to food packages, was stamped “Government Issue.” The scientists were followed
by security personnel whenever they left Los Alamos. Several scientists were reprimanded for discussing
their work at home, although many of their wives worked forty-eight hours a week in the Technical Area.
All outgoing mail was censored. Well-known scientists commonly worked under aliases—Fermi became
“Eugene Farmer”—and code names were used for terms such as atom, bomb, and uranium fission. Los
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Alamos children were registered without surnames at nearby public schools. Even automobile accidents,
weddings, and deaths went unreported. Only a group thoroughly committed to the war effort could
accept such restrictions on personal liberty.
A profound urgency motivated the research team, which included refugees from Nazi Germany
and Fascist Italy and a large proportion of Jews. The director of the project, California physicist J. Robert
Oppenheimer, promoted a scientific élan that offset the military style of commanding general Leslie
Groves. Just thirty-eight, slightly built, and deeply emotional, “Oppie” personified the idealism that helped
the community of scientists overcome whatever moral reservations they held about placing such a
potentially ominous weapon in the hands of the government.
In the Technical Area of Los Alamos, Oppenheimer directed research. At seven o’clock each
workday morning, the siren dubbed “Oppie’s Whistle” called the other scientists to their laboratories to
wrestle with the theoretical and practical problems of building an atomic device. From May to November
1944, after the bomb had been designed, the key issue was testing it. Many scientists feared a test might
fail, scattering the precious plutonium at the bomb’s core and discrediting the entire project. Finally, with
plutonium production increasing, the Los Alamos team agreed to test “the gadget” at a site 160 miles
away.
The unprecedented scientific mobilization at Los Alamos mirrored changes occurring throughout
American society as the nation rallied behind the war effort. Sixteen million men and women left home
for military service and nearly as many moved to take advantage of wartime jobs. In becoming what
President Franklin Roosevelt called “a great arsenal of democracy,” the American economy quickly and
fully recovered from the Great Depression. Several states in the South and Southwest experienced huge
surges in population. California alone grew by 2 million people, a large proportion from Mexico. Many
broad social changes with roots in earlier times—the economic expansion of the West, the erosion of farm
tenancy among black people in the South and white people in Appalachia, and the increasing employment
of married women—accelerated during the war. The events of the war eroded old communities, created
new ones like Los Alamos, and transformed nearly all aspects of American society.
The transition to wartime was, however, far from smooth. Suspecting Japanese Americans of
disloyalty, President Roosevelt ordered the forced relocation of more than 112,000 men, women, and
children to internment camps. Although African Americans won a promise of job equity in defense and
government employment, hundreds of race riots broke out in the nation’s cities. In Los Angeles, Mexican
American youth, flaunting a new style of dress, provoked the ire of white sailors who proceeded to assault
them, almost at random. And families of all kinds found themselves strained by wartime dislocations.
The United States nevertheless emerged from World War II far stronger than its European allies,
who bore the brunt of the fighting. Indeed, the nation was now strong enough to claim a new role as the
world’s leading superpower.
The Holocaust
Not until the last stages of the war did Americans learn the extent of Hitler’s atrocities. As part of
his “final solution to the Jewish question,” Hitler had ordered the systematic extermination of not only
Jews, but Gypsies, other “inferior races,” homosexuals, and anyone deemed an enemy of the Reich.
Beginning in 1933, and accelerating after 1941, the Nazis murdered as many as 6 million Jews, 250,000
Gypsies, and 60,000 homosexuals, among others.
During the war the U.S. government released little information on what came to be known as the
Holocaust. Although liberal magazines such as the Nation and small committees of intellectuals tried to
call attention to what was happening in German concentration camps, major news media like the New
York Times and Time magazine treated reports of Nazi genocide as minor news items. The experience of
World War I, during which the press had published stories of German atrocities that proved in most cases
to have been fabricated by the British, had bred a skeptical attitude in the American public. As late as
1943, only 43 percent of Americans polled believed that Hitler was systematically murdering European
Jews.
Leaders of the American Jewish community, however, were better informed than the general
population, and since the mid-1930s had been petitioning the government to suspend the immigration
quotas to allow German Jews to take refuge in the United States. Both Roosevelt and Congress denied
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their requests. Even after the United States entered the war, the president maintained that the liberation
of European Jews depended primarily on a speedy and total Allied victory. In December
1942, he brushed off a delegation that presented him with solid evidence of Nazi genocide. Not until
January 1944 did Roosevelt agree to change government policy. At that time, Secretary of the Treasury
Henry Morgenthau, a Jew himself, gave the president a report on “one of the greatest crimes in history,
the slaughter of the Jewish people in Europe,” and suggested that it was anti-Semitism in the State
Department that had stalled the development of an aggressive plan of action. Within a week, in part to
avoid scandal, Roosevelt issued an executive order creating the War Refugee Board.
American Jews also pleaded with the president for a military strike against the rail lines leading to
the notorious extermination camp in Auschwitz, Poland. Roosevelt again did not respond. The War
Department, however, affirmed that Allied armed forces would not be employed “for the purpose of
rescuing victims of enemy oppression unless such rescues are the direct result of military operations
conducted with the objective of defeating the armed forces of the enemy.” In short, the government
viewed civilian rescue as a diversion from decisive military operations.
The extent of Nazi depravity was finally revealed to Americans when Allied troops invaded
Germany and liberated the death camps. Touring the Ohrdruf concentration camp in April 1945, General
Eisenhower found barracks crowded with corpses and crematories still reeking of burned flesh. “I want
every American unit not actually in the front lines to see this place,” Eisenhower declared. “We are told
that the American soldier does not know what he is fighting for. Now, at least, he will know what he is
fighting against.”
The Yalta Conference
In preparing for the end of the war, Allied leaders began to reassess their goals. The Atlantic
Charter, drawn up before the United States had entered the war, stated noble objectives for the world
after the defeat of fascism: national self-determination, no territorial aggrandizement, equal access of all
peoples to raw materials and collaboration for the improvement of economic opportunities, freedom of
the seas, disarmament, and “freedom from fear and want.” Now, four years later, Roosevelt—ill and
exhausted—realized that neither Great Britain nor the Soviet Union intended to abide by any code of
conduct that compromised its national security or conflicted with its economic interests in other nations
or in colonial territories. Stalin and Churchill soon reached a new agreement, one that projected their
respective “spheres of influence” over the future of central Europe.
In early February 1945, Roosevelt held his last meeting with Churchill and Stalin at Yalta, a Crimean
resort on the Black Sea. Seeking their cooperation, the president recognized that prospects for postwar
peace also depended on compromise. Although diplomats avoided the touchy phrase “spheres of
influence”—the principle according to which the great powers of the nineteenth century had described
their claims to dominance over other nations—it was clear that this principle guided all negotiations.
Neither the United States nor Great Britain did more than object to the Soviet Union’s plan to retain the
Baltic states and part of Poland as a buffer zone to protect it against any future German aggression. In
return, Britain planned to reclaim its empire in Asia, and the United States hoped to hold several Pacific
islands in order to monitor any military resurgence in Japan. The delegates also negotiated the terms of
membership in the United Nations, which had been outlined at a meeting several months earlier.
The biggest and most controversial item on the agenda at Yalta was the Soviet entry into the
Pacific war, which Roosevelt believed necessary for a timely Allied victory. After driving a hard bargain
involving rights to territory in China, Stalin agreed to declare war against Japan within two or three months
of Germany’s surrender.
Roosevelt announced to Congress that the Yalta meeting had been a “great success,” proof that
the wartime alliance remained intact. Privately, however, the president concluded that the outcome of
the conference revealed that the Atlantic Charter had been nothing more than “a beautiful idea.”
The death of Franklin Roosevelt of a stroke on April 12, 1945, cast a dark shadow over all hopes
for long-term, peaceful solutions to global problems. Stung by a Republican congressional comeback in
1942, Roosevelt had rebounded in 1944 to win an unprecedented fourth term as president. In an
overwhelming electoral college victory (432 to 99), he had defeated Republican New York governor
Thomas E. Dewey. Loyal Democrats continued to link their hopes for peace to Roosevelt’s leadership, but
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the president did not live to witness the surrender of Germany on May 8, 1945. And now, as new and still
greater challenges were appearing, the nation’s great pragmatic idealist was gone.
The Atomic Bomb
Roosevelt’s death made cooperation among the Allied nations much more difficult. His successor,
Harry Truman, who had been a Kansas City machine politician, a Missouri judge, and a U.S. senator, lacked
diplomatic experience as well as Roosevelt’s personal finesse. As a result, negotiations at the Potsdam
Conference, held just outside Berlin from July 17 to August 2, 1945, lacked the spirited cooperation
characteristic of the wartime meetings of Allied leaders that Roosevelt had attended. The American,
British, and Soviet delegations had a huge agenda, including reparations, the future of Germany, and the
status of other Axis powers such as Italy. Although they divided sharply over most issues, they held fast
to the demand of Japan’s unconditional surrender.
It was during the Potsdam meetings that Truman first learned about the successful testing of an
atomic bomb in New Mexico. Until this time, the United States had been pushing the Soviet Union to enter
the Pacific war as a means to avoid a costly U.S. land invasion, and at Potsdam Truman secured Stalin’s
promise to be in the war against Japan by August 15. But after Secretary of War Stimson received a cable
reading “Babies satisfactorily born,” U.S. diplomats concluded that Soviet assistance was no longer
needed to bring the war to an end.
On August 3, 1945, Japan wired its refusal to surrender. Three days later, the Army Air Force B-29
bomber Enola Gay dropped the bomb that destroyed the Japanese city of Hiroshima. As estimated 40,000
people died instantly; in the following weeks 100,000 more died from radiation poisoning or burns; by
1950, the death toll reached 200,000.
An editorialist wrote in the Japanese Nippon Times, “This is not war, this is not even murder; this
is pure nihilism . . . a crime against God which strikes at the very basis of moral existence.” In the United
States, several leading religious publications echoed this view. The Christian Century interpreted the use
of the bomb as a “moral earthquake” that made the long-denounced use of poison gas by Germany in
World War I utterly insignificant by comparison. Albert Einstein, whose theories about the atom provided
the foundation for Manhattan Project, observed that the atomic bomb had changed everything except
the nature of man.
Most Americans learned about the atomic bomb for the first time on August 7, when the news
media reported the destruction and death it had wrought in Hiroshima. But concerns about the
implications of this new weapon were soon overwhelmed by an outpouring of relief when Japan
surrendered on August 14 after a second bomb destroyed Nagasaki, killing another 70,000 people.
The Allied insistence on unconditional surrender and the decision to use the atomic bomb against
Japan remain two of the most controversial aspects of the war. Although Truman stated in his memoirs,
written much later, that he gave the order with the expectation of saving “a half a million American lives”
in ground combat, no such official estimate exists. An intelligence document of April 30, 1946, states, “The
dropping of the bomb was the pretext seized upon by all leaders as the reason for ending the war, but
[even if the bomb had not been used] the Japanese would have capitulated upon the entry of Russia into
the war.” There is no question, however, that the use of nuclear force did strengthen the U.S. diplomatic
mission. It certainly intimidated the Soviet Union, which would soon regain its status as a major enemy of
the United States. Truman and his advisers in the State Department knew that their atomic monopoly
could not last, but they hoped that in the meantime the United States could play the leading role in
building the postwar world.
Conclusion
The new tactics and weapons of the Second World War, such as massive air raids and the atomic bomb,
made warfare incomparably more deadly than before to both military and civilian populations. Between
40 million and 50 million people died in World War II—four times the number in World War I—and half
the casualties were women and children. More than 405,000 Americans died, and more than 670,000
were wounded. Although slight compared to the casualties suffered by other Allied nations—more than
20 million Soviets died during the war—the human cost of World War II for Americans was second only
to that of the Civil War.
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Coming at the end of two decades of resolutions to avoid military entanglements, the war pushed
the nation’s leaders to the center of global politics and into risky military and political alliances that would
not outlive the war. The United States emerged the strongest nation in the world, but in a world where
the prospects for lasting peace appeared increasingly remote. If World War II raised the nation’s
international commitments to a new height, its impact on ordinary Americans was not so easy to gauge.
Many new communities formed as Americans migrated in mass numbers to new regions that were
booming as a result of the wartime economy. Enjoying a rare moment of full employment, many workers
new to well-paying industrial jobs anticipated further advances against discrimination. Exuberant at the
Allies’ victory over fascism and the return of the troops, the majority were optimistic as they looked ahead.
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