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JONATHAN WRIGHT, Germany and the Origins of the Second World
War, The Making of the Twentieth Century (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007), xii + 223 pp. ISBN 978 0 333 49556 8. £19.99

The Second World War was, in obvious ways, the unfinished busi-
ness of the First World War. And this second conflict was not only
bloodier and more global than the First World War, it also recast the
twentieth century more profoundly. Yet the academic debate about
Germany’s responsibility for the Second World War is altogether dif-
ferent from that about its contribution to the First World War. Most
historians accept that it was Hitler, the dominant figure in German
politics between 1933 and 1945, who unleashed the war in Europe in
September 1939. However, they have had a heated debate on his role
within National Socialist Germany. Some historians view Hitler as
‘the master in the Third Reich’, others as ‘a weak dictator’.

Hitler’s road to war has been exhaustively explored. Though a
specialist in the history of German foreign policy, Jonathan Wright,
Professor of International Relations and a Fellow at Christ Church,
University of Oxford, has not merely written an essay on foreign pol-
icy-making up to December 1941. Instead, he has incorporated do -
mestic policies, since he wanted to illustrate the full complexity of
processes and phases involved, be they changing public support, eco-
nomic constraints, personal rivalries, or foreign pressures. In writing
a concise book of this kind, Jonathan Wright sets the scene with three
short chapters on, respectively, the state of historiography, Hitler’s
view of the world, and the way in which the Great Depression made
his ideas common currency in Germany (24 pp.). Leaving aside a
longer introduction and shorter conclusion, the main part of the book
then concentrates on the Third Reich itself (148 pp.). This part com-
prises four chapters: dismantling Versailles, preparing for war, trig-
gering the European war, and committing the German Reich to
world war. Each chapter is subdivided into several sections.

The long-prevailing tendency after 1945 to separate the Führer
from his followers and the Wehrmacht from its supreme command-
er obstructed an understanding of the Nazis’ ability to carry the
German public with them in their effort to reorganize the Third Reich
for war. Though designating Hitler as the central agent of an uncom-
promising war policy, Wright is very far from absolving German
society of the time from its responsibility for that policy. ‘For if Hitler
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had not been able to secure the support or at least the consent of civil
servants, the military, industry, the judiciary, the universities, the
churches and the great mass of ordinary people who fought and
died, there would have been no war’ (p. 1). Why, then, did the Ger -
mans follow him? An answer to this question is all the more pressing
because before 1930 Hitler’s political movement, the NSDAP, had
never been capable of moving from fringe to mainstream. The crisis
that brought Nazism to power was the Great Depression, since eco-
nomic failure lay behind the political failure of Weimar’s political
institutions. To understand the nature of the appeal of Nazism,
Wright argues, one must understand that from the beginning it offer -
ed a radical alternative to political deadlock. Nazism was a revolu-
tionary movement. ‘It needed enemies at home and abroad to justify
its view of the world’ (p. 32) and to justify the ruthless use of terror
against those whom the Nazis had within their reach. To perceive the
outside world through the lens of the victim and feel encircled by
hostile powers produced a form of mental imprisonment and the
desire for freedom from such constraints. In all his domestic activity
after January 1933—fighting Communism, providing employment,
and restoring traditional values—Hitler wasted no time in setting a
new course in foreign and military matters. Indeed, they provided
the fundamental rationale for his concept of the Reich’s goals. The
two accounts of the Chancellor’s address of 3 February 1933 are right-
ly called ‘key documents’. As long as the new course was successful,
‘it bound regime and people together in a process to overcome the
humiliations of the past’ (p. 34). 

The ‘virtuous circle’ (p. 185)—from Hitler’s point of view—of
domestic support for peacefully shaking off the chains of Versailles,
itself feeding back into greater popularity at home, reached its first
peak in the reoccupation of the Rhineland in 1936. Eighteen months
later, on 5 November 1937, Hitler decided to achieve his expansion-
ist goals by force more quickly. When he sensed a counter-current in
German opinion, essentially fear of a new European war, he ordered
the propaganda apparatus to turn off the ‘pacifist record’ and play an
aggressive tune in order to prepare the nation psychologically for
war. After the Munich Agreement, Hitler responded to the chal-
lenges at home and abroad by pre-emptive escalation. ‘Whatever the
case in other policy areas, the decisions of war and peace were his’ (p.
186). Since there were no such bodies as a war cabinet or joint chiefs
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of staff, or a committee system, it was in Hitler’s hands alone that the
threads came together. What mattered to him as Führer, whether act-
ing as leader of the nation, the people, or the Party, as chief executive,
chief legislator, supreme judge, supreme ideologue, or supreme com-
mander of the armed forces, was the faithful obedience of his com-
rades, lieutenants, officers, and civil servants and the compliance of
his followers. In 1939 Hitler took the calculated risk of European war
over Poland, backed by the Soviet Union. The blame for what was to
come was to be placed on others. Despite the Anglo-French declara-
tion of war, the German public reacted with sober realism and ‘reluc-
tant loyalty’. Though Poland was a popular enemy, there were no
outbreaks of enthusiasm for war as there had been in 1914.

Unlike other authors, Jonathan Wright takes his readers beyond
September 1939 and examines the origins of Hitler’s decision to go to
war against the Soviet Union, involving conquest, exploitation, and
annihilation, and the German declaration of war on the United States.
‘These were indeed fateful decisions—decisions that changed the
world’ (Ian Kershaw). Hitler did not take these decisions in favour of
a racial empire in a vacuum or whimsically. They were choices made
under preconditions and external constraints, ideological fixations
being an important part of this. The extent of support for a racial
empire is debatable for Jonathan Wright. It is undeniable, however,
that the bond between Hitler and the Germans, in and out of uni-
form, was never stronger than in the summer of 1940. Not only Hitler
basked in the dazzling victory over France and the adulation it
brought. Even a fervent anti-Nazi such as Ulrich von Hassell was car-
ried away. Nor can it be denied that the extent of support for a racial
empire was sufficient for Hitler to do what he wanted in Poland. In
contrast to the initial situation there, the military leadership was will-
ing to deal with a war of annihilation against the Soviet Union, be it
military or economic. Though the Wehrmacht accepted the logic of
fighting a racial war, ‘so far as organized genocide against the Jews
was concerned, the German army was not the instigator of the
process—that was Hitler and the SS—but the army commanders did
nothing to prevent it happening’ (p. 181). A counter-current in pub-
lic support for war had begun when London did not sue for peace.
But it did not reach significant proportions until the destruction of
the Sixth Army at Stalingrad in 1942–3. That unexpected defeat, fur-
ther Soviet military successes, and Allied mass bombings made the
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German people think that the war might be lost. Even then, fear of
what defeat would bring proved to be a powerful incentive to keep
fighting. It is also undeniable that there was no mass resistance or
sabotage in Germany. Patriotic tenacity even produced a short-lived
upsurge of public loyalty to Hitler after the attempt on his life on 20
July 1944 failed.

Jonathan Wright’s book is well-researched, well-structured, and
well-written. He has full command of the most recent literature, pri-
mary and secondary (up to 2006), and the relevant languages.
Knowing the end of the story, the author has avoided the pitfall of
reading German history from the outcome. He has mastered the dif-
ficult task of viewing it ‘from the front’ rather than ‘from the back’,
even though from this angle Hitler’s road to war is less clear-cut, and
more confused and ‘messy’. Wright successfully sets Hitler and his
priorities of war and expansion into the context of constraints placed
upon him, be they international, national, or material, both by elites
and public opinion. Wright looks for a synthesis of Germany’s imper-
sonal structures and Hitler’s intentions rather than stressing the con-
trast between them. In doing so, he shows that where things mat-
tered to Hitler, he took the lead and did not shy away from making
decisions and taking risks. In regard to his goals, Hitler was an effec-
tive leader and warlord, by no means a mere opportunist or propa-
gandist. So far as the elites and the wider public are concerned, they
present a more differentiated picture in Germany. On the one hand,
there was a wider degree of complicity, even for the specific goal of
racial empire; on the other, there was considerable doubt and scepti-
cism, particularly in 1938. This reader should be in the hands of every
student who wants to understand Germany’s complicated history
between 1930 and 1945.

Educated at the Universities of Cologne and Nottingham, JÜRGEN
FÖRSTER was affiliated with the Militärgeschichtliches Forschungs -
amt in Potsdam (formerly Freiburg) as a research fellow for over 
thirty years. He now lives in Freiburg as an independent scholar and
teaches at the Uni versity of Freiburg. He is the author of Die Wehr -
macht im NS-Staat (2007) and is currently working on a documentary
reader about the German military in the inter-war period.
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