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This book is dedicated to my students. We traveled well, I think.

David M., Victor, Jonathan, Jeffrey S., Glenn, Joe, Sace, David B., Molly, Bryan, Alex, Jason T., Will, Thilo, Amanda, Andrew, Jason H., Jeff H., Kristin, Tyler, Eric, Scott, Peter, Christopher, and Rhiannon







Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like his morrow;

Nought may endure but Mutability.

—PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, “MUTABILITY”







INTRODUCTION

This is what the war did. It handed you over to war, from one war to another war. It deployed millions of soldiers far away from home. “Do they send you to France” like in the last war? “No, they do not send you to France. They send you to Tunisia, and then they send you to Sicily,” remarked one fictitious American infantryman; “God knows where they’ll send you after that.” The war sent air forces that brought mayhem to ends of the earth. Looking up at “the military planes that cross my sky,” and out again at “little brown-eyed” children in the garden, a suburban housewife wondered “what I might see in this little lane” when bombers returned to raid English towns such as her own. “All the bleeding and choking, all the groaning and dying will have to be done personally”—that is what people were told about their homes, “the most dangerous of all places” in “the next war.” With powerful binoculars, thousands of civilian spotters took up lonely positions in the hills and along the coasts to watch for enemy planes: “The Safety of Millions Depends on Eyes Like These.”1

Evacuation specials pulled out of the war, transporting refugees to unknown destinations. In the famous war movie Casablanca, a camera zooms in on the globe, following routes of escape from “Paris to Marseille, across the Mediterranean to Oran,” and “then by train, or auto, or foot, across the rim of Africa.” The actors themselves were so many of Europe’s fugitives. Evacuees in one place worried about the war catching up with them in the next. There was no real safe harbor, and ships out at sea were sunk with few survivors stranded in lifeboats.

Deportation trains pulled right into the war when authorities arrested citizens as conspirators or when the Japanese purged Chinese communities in Malaya and the Germans snatched Jews from their homes to murder them in Poland. Neighbors sometimes helped the soldiers hand people over, confirming how the war converted personal features of spite and envy into ready arms.

After territories were conquered, the war spread out when food supplies ran short and people starved and when soldiers ran after residents to conscript them into forced labor. The war enveloped the villages and towns that insurgents raided to expel the entrenched occupiers, each group using violence to force civilians to take sides in the combined effort to drain the sheltering seas. A dreadful shriek of detonations, the war was all people knew or saw or heard. Everywhere they read newspapers or passed on rumors, the war took on forms that were more monstrous and closer up.

World War II was the “greatest cataclysm of violence in human history.”2 Sixty-five million people, or more, were killed in about two thousand days, four times as many as in World War I. The untidy sum was about 3 percent of the world’s population. The Second World War was not merely a deadly enlargement of the First: civilians made up two-thirds of the dead, whereas in the Great War it had been mostly military men who died. Of the 2 billion people on earth in 1939, about 120 million ended up wearing a uniform as soldiers in the war, an astonishing number but small when compared to hundreds more millions who waged the war as workers, extracting resources and manufacturing equipment, or who found themselves displaced through famine, bombardment, or land-clearing operations. No belligerent suffered the losses of the Soviet Union. Twenty-seven million inhabitants were killed in a population of 170 million, including ten million Red Army soldiers, a figure representing more than half of all military deaths in the war. Ten percent of World War II’s dead were Jews, whose communities in eastern Europe were obliterated in the Germans’ “Final Solution.” Dead civilians stand out as the singular accomplishment of the war.

It was the year 1942 that scattered pages from the book of Revelation far and wide, here monsters of violence and visions of affliction and doom, there programs of hope and salvation.

The war engulfed the entire globe in 1942, when, after Pearl Harbor, all the major belligerents had taken sides in the Axis, dominated by Germany and Japan, or with the Anglo-American and Soviet Allies. It was fought across the continents and seas and in the air. Technology made these stretches possible: before the war, Pan Am Clippers flew routes from Hong Kong to San Francisco and New York to Lisbon, and submarines reached halfway across the earth. The war between the Axis and the Allies also gave geopolitical significance to areas such as the Indian Ocean where supply lines across the Pacific and around Africa converged. Everywhere the global conflict heightened a sense of local vulnerability. From Caracas, for example, the enemy could snip the “G-string” at the Canal Zone to “rip” the “soft underbelly” of the US Gulf states.3

It was not so much locations but ideas that made the war global. Each side, the fascist newcomers in the Axis and the variously “democratic” Allies, believed the war to be a great fight for freedom. Each took up battle in the name of humanity against the other’s wickedness. This self-appointed stewardship of the world’s moral order drastically escalated the level of violence meted out to the enemy.

The war connected a global public that narrated far-flung events as parts of an intimate, agonizing melodrama. As an epic battle between the Allies and the Axis, Stalingrad riveted the attention of the world in the fall of 1942. It was like watching your own city—as if “Edgewater, Hoboken, Newark,” and Union City “were in enemy hands.” But it was the universal ideas of the war that locked people all over into some aspect of the struggle as they recognized the parts their own trials played in the wider conflict. These ideas centered around freedom. As a result, Japan’s victory over Britain in Singapore in February 1942 shook race relations in South Africa and the United States. The entire world monitored struggles for self-rule in India, and Indians knew their struggles reflected other campaigns for liberation across the globe. In this sense, there were not foreign wars in World War II.4

The idea of “one world, one war” created shared audiovisual space. Statesmen addressed global audiences directly to appeal to the world’s conscience and judgment. Listeners tuned in to the news as well as foreign programs, the BBC and Radio Moscow in German-occupied territories, or Radio Free India, which broadcast from Berlin. Listening was an act of connection as people followed the progress of the war according to coordinates as far away as Stalingrad or Singapore. In Fort Hare, in South Africa, Nelson Mandela remembered how his friends would “huddle round an old radio” at night to listen to Churchill’s speeches. Even crossword puzzlers added more foreign clues so that ten across, four down, became a basic two-step of the world war. Particularly on the Allied side, an international repertoire of movies and songs gave the ideas of the great military effort an immediate and homespun quality.5

As the war welded together conflicts into world struggles for freedom and sovereignty, second fronts cracked open in 1942 well beyond the primary military zone between the Axis and Allied armies. In its familiar form, the second front was the one the British and Americans were pressured to launch in Europe against Nazi Germany so as to relieve the beleaguered Soviet Union. The Allied invasion of North Africa in November 1942 remained an incomplete effort, but global coordination among the Allies was only one dimension of the war. Second fronts flared whenever ideological confederates took up their own aims of freedom and liberty in rearguard battles around the world. The whole earth seemed to be on the march, “not in one place, but everywhere.”6 In crisscrossing conflicts, partisans fought Japanese and German occupation troops and British imperialists in India, and they labored against racial injustice or defended ethnic privileges or religious rights at home, in Detroit, in Calcutta, in Johannesburg. War kept handing war over from one place to another.

There was an awesome moment of enlistment when citizens all over the world claimed the war as their own, insisting this is “our war too” to wage a “people’s war” for political justice and self-rule. These parallel wars, more apparent in the Allied sphere than in the Axis one, provided connective tissue to the all-out war. They also cut deep against the bias of existing structures of power. African Americans saw Nazis marching in Detroit, and many preferred to fight “crackers” down South than Germans over in Europe. Anticolonial wars, between “haves” and those who “have been had,” disrupted the empires without necessarily contradicting Allied aims in the war.7 Indeed, the promise of self-rule in the “Atlantic Charter” proliferated as much as it directed the fighting because it translated local conflicts about power into a universal idiom of right and wrong.

Far more numerous than fighters were the enemies they designated, usually ethnic or racial minorities who found themselves corralled in categories and circumstances that they had not created. Everywhere, second fronts against local civilian populations of Jews or Chinese or Ukrainians added to the combustion and confusion of the war. The killing kept moving back to home, where most of the dying was done.

If the disaster of World War I was remembered as a military one (trench warfare), the disaster was primarily civilian in World War II (the bomber). After the war, Hiroshima and Auschwitz became the most identifiable emblems of the civilian dead. The vast number of deliberate noncombatant deaths made World War II a completely different war from World War I or the Napoleonic Wars. In what was understood as modern “total war,” ideas of citizenship, equality, and national belonging enrolled civilians in the war. They also became targets in the effort to destroy popular morale and industrial capacity. In fact, the British and Americans invested more resources to build air forces to “dehouse” or kill civilians than on any other aspect of the war. Long-range bombers killed more than two million civilians, women and children mostly.

In a war as much about racial and ethnic domination as territorial control, civilian populations found themselves on the front lines wherever they lived. The war did not just divide the world; divisions all across the world became parts of the war so that domestic enemies were added to foreign ones. “Wait for Me” was the most famous Russian song of the war. Like Vera Lynn’s “We’ll Meet Again” or Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas,” it regretted the soldier’s leave. “Wait for me, and I’ll come back”—“soldiers copied” the line into their notebooks, and girlfriends “read it over at night.” However, there was another song in 1942 that was also written by Konstantin Simonov, “Kill Him!” “Kill” the assailant who had burst through the door to slap the “wrinkled face” of “your mother,” to trample “your father’s picture,” and to corner her, “whom for so long you did not dare even kiss,” and stretch her “naked on the floor.”8 In occupied territories, assaults against enemy civilians made for the deadliest, longest “second front.” Indeed, it was the cohort of young men who slaughtered women and children, the majority of the war dead. Rape was the way women remembered the war in the Philippines, in Germany, and elsewhere.

The calamity of civilians who had been starved or discarded did not occupy a clear part in the war or in the stories about the war. Thucydides pointed out long ago in History of the Peloponnesian War that there was no virtue in the lawlessness of the plague or civil war, which killed off the strong as well as the weak. Narratives elevated the war, but they obscured and defaced it because refugees and evacuees did not fit well into righteous or militant storytelling. The fate of Jews was misunderstood because they were romanticized as partisans or forgotten if they were not. Stories created a vital component of the fighting and sacrificing, but the sacred unity they drew together was always incomplete and frequently restrictive.

All the roads of the war ran over all the stories of the war. Luckless evacuees scattered the militant marchers, who composed such a striking image of the one billion people who took part in World War II. And soldiers on the front often felt like stunned, displaced refugees themselves, or they ran away. The sturdy causes of the war such as antimilitarism or antifascism eventually overran many more people than they enrolled. The world at war in 1942 is about the forceful mobilization under great ideological banners, but also the sharp contrary forces that shredded social solidarity and tore apart ideological unions.

To account for what the war did as it handed over soldiers and refugees and deportees from one war to another war, this book explores roads across the world. Roads lined up soldiers, but they also pushed around the war’s castoffs, bombed-out townspeople or destitute villagers; you could read about the first sort of travelers in letters or books, but not about the others who were forgotten because they were not in uniform. They could not be heroic. After the prelude that sets the scene following Pearl Harbor, the second part of the book opens with the dramatic movement of armies across global meridians in 1942. Singapore at the beginning of the year stands for the great destruction of empires, while, more than four thousand miles away, Stalingrad at year’s end shows the fantastic mobilization achieved by the Axis offense and the Allied defense. In the third part, the extradition of soldiers in battle, the shipwreck of sailors at sea, and flights of both the bombardiers and the people they bombed dramatize the relentless, capricious “winds of war” that kept sweeping through places. The war kept on coming, traumatizing the heroes, adding to the dispossessed, and everywhere enlisting more fighters.

The book shifts in the fourth part to investigate the roads on which the war pushed civilians out of their homes in very different events: the famines in Henan, China, and Bengal, India, and in Germany’s deportation and murder of Jews in Europe. Civilians also crowded roads because they were pulled into the war by new opportunities in the cities; I examine songs and worries and work in Richmond, California, and Johannesburg, South Africa, in the fifth part. Finally, the book takes up the occupied territories in the war with an analysis of collaboration and resistance in India under British rule, in the Philippines during Japanese occupation, and in Ukraine in Germany’s new racial order. In the end, the war had too many sides for it to be told simply in terms of victory or defeat. The closer you got to the scenes of battle, the more vanquished there seemed to be.

Nineteen forty-two is the year when war advanced on the world with more war. Each of the new segments of war exposed terrifying, strangulating coils: the advance of Japanese armies in East Asia and German ones into the Caucasus in Russia and toward Egypt and Palestine. Debris of sunken ships washed up on Florida’s beaches. The war bolted forward, and it lurched backward and skipped sideways as insurgents rose up to contest the territories the enemy had taken. Again and again in 1942 violence erupted out-of-bounds, with the main features composed by dead civilians, who had been driven out or bombed or simply murdered. There were so many stations to count in this new global war that it became difficult to bear the cross or reflect on martyrdom and resurrection. There was no victory in sight in 1942, only more battles.

What is more, the contested ground broke apart as anticolonial forces stood up to fight imperial rulers but also to defend communal liberties and protect ethnic or religious privileges. In India, South Africa, and the United States, the fight for freedom wielded a very sharp sword because the vigorous claims of majority rule threatened minority rights as well as foreign intruders. As most people around the world came to realize, the war was always also at home. It was in 1942 that the world learned of the German efforts to murder Jewish families, but other horrors endured by civilian populations such as bombardment, evacuation, forced labor, and famine remained largely unseen in the reporting of the war, in the cavalcade of newspapers and posters, because they did not fit into the militant picture of the war between the Allies and the Axis.

Nineteen forty-two was an alarming year without clear victors. It was forth-and-back with the course of events composing bewildering zigzagged shapes. The war extended forward, and it reached back in a series of convulsive detonations.

Indeed, for most of the time, the Allies were losing the war they would win in 1945. And when they did win it, the huge cost to do so ensured there was no return to the world of 1939 since all the maximum efforts had raised fundamental questions about freedom, empire, and citizenship. The Battle of Stalingrad at the end of 1942 halted the mighty German assault against the Soviet Union, but the surprising Japanese victory at Singapore at the beginning of the year cracked open an entire imperial epoch and charged insurgent popular and racial politics. So great was the cumulative violence against human beings that it undermined the fundamental theology of our age. This book puts emphasis not on end-time but on endless war times, not on Death, but on more, often noxious life-forms. Anchored more in the outcome of Singapore than in Stalingrad, this sudden, deep uncertainty about the future serves to highlight the competing ideals and the proliferation of violence across the fronts of the global war. The book shows what the war did, not how it came to an end, so that this exploration of 1942 is more about the world at war than it is about the provisional victory known as World War II. That said, thank goodness the Allies won.

The flames that burned through half the world’s population make the experiences of 1942 relevant to any estimation of global dangers to social and political life today. The year 1942 illuminates 2042, with the later year serving as a marker of the turbulence of economic distress and climate change and the proximity of mass carnage. In an image crafted by journalist Dorothy Thompson in 1939, refugees composed “an advancing crowd shouting a great warning”: “the jungle is on fire!” They abandoned the places where homes had been wrecked and came upon other places where they could not build new ones. The unforgettable impression of the imagery of fire confirms its overall relevance to modern times. Today, we imagine confronting future challenges to the planet with conventional notions of the successful effort to beat the military foes in World War II in mind, but we need to remember the profound unsettlement of the effort, the massive numbers of civilian dead and the constant reignition of racial and ethnic conflict, all the wars out of conventional bounds, which the victorious end of the war against Germany and Japan, V-E Day and V-J Day and the soldier’s kiss on Times Square, hides from view. Nineteen forty-two is a warning, not a guide.9

Although the Allies won the war in 1945, and the Axis powers were defeated, victory hardly tied up the unraveling that occurred in 1942. The first year of the world war was shocking because one war kept giving way to another war, revealing the globe grabbed and contorted in a violent emergency as people watched the horizon, as they thought about children in the garden, and as they considered what “this little lane” would look like in the “next war.” It was the year the war won the war.

World War II diligently sets up World War III with the last doomsday ready to be marked up. But 1942 does not point the way to the end of the war or to the end of the world; rather, it points to repeated postponement in rounds of renewed anguish and improvised repair. “There is disaster only because, ceaselessly, it falls short of disaster.” Instead of the end point of Hiroshima, this book excavates the “big island,” which is what the word “Hiroshima” means in Japanese, the wide space taken up by the war.10







PART I

PRELUDE







CHAPTER 1

Five Days in December

The afternoon of Sunday, December 7, 1941, was brisk and sunny in Pittsburgh. Families loitered on downtown streets to inspect the Christmas window displays at Gimbels or Kaufmann’s. Moviegoers lined up at Loew’s Pennsylvania to see Birth of the Blues, starring Bing Crosby. Across town, twenty-five hundred patriots jammed the Soldiers and Sailors Memorial Hall in the Oakland Civic Center to protest what they took to be the warmongering policies of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Set to begin at 3:00 p.m., the America First rally promised to be a raucous affair, and almost every seat was taken. It was just at the moment before speakers came onstage, around 2:30 p.m., that the first Associated Press reports of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor offered a dim sense that the United States was already at war. (The attack was launched at 1:55 p.m. eastern, 7:55 a.m. Hawaii time.) A local reporter who had arrived to cover the event informed the organizers about the sketchy facts. America First decided to go on with the antiwar protest.

First on the bill was Irene Castle who, with her first husband, Vernon, had made a name as a ballroom dancer. The couple had even been the subject of a 1939 movie with Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Wiping away a tear, the remarried McLaughlin told the Pittsburgh audience that she had lost her husband in one war and did not want to lose her son in another.

The real crowd-pleaser was North Dakota senator Gerald Nye, who took the stage at 4:45 p.m. Described as “tall, dark, handsome,” Nye had chaired the Special Committee on Investigation of the Munitions Industry from 1934 to 1936. What he feared was “the establishment of an economy here that is dependent upon war, an economy that affords prosperity through the flow of human blood.” He got the rally going. “Never, never, never again must America let herself be made such a monkey as she was 25 years ago,” he declared, before asking, “Whose war is this?” “Roosevelt’s!” the excited crowd chorused back. Even after a piece of paper had been shoved in front of him confirming Japan’s declaration of war, Nye continued his folksy harangue against the president. “Treason,” the crowd roared back; “Impeach him.” Only after about fifteen minutes did Nye read the note. “I have before me the worst news that I have encountered in the last 20 years,” he ventured. An “excited murmur” swept through the rally, but Nye refrained from taking it seriously. “I can’t somehow believe this,” he exclaimed, and veered off to mention the Greer, an American destroyer that had been fired on by a German submarine on September 4, 1941, an incident that Nye believed was not unprovoked as Roosevelt claimed—“and that’s cheating.” Leaving the stage, Nye still felt cheated. Pearl Harbor was “just what Great Britain had planned for us,” he insisted.

Returning to Washington, Nye bowed to circumstance and voted with his fellow senators to declare war on Japan the next day. On December 8, the Pittsburgh branch of the America First Committee, with fifteen thousand members, dissolved itself, but not without the local chairman feeling that “something precious to us has been torn away and ravished.”1

Nye’s appearance in Pittsburgh on Sunday was part of the America First road show, much bigger than the Castles’ on Broadway had ever been. The America First Committee had been launched to enforce American neutrality, a big issue after September 1939 when Hitler invaded Poland, and Britain and France declared war on Germany, and to thwart Roosevelt’s desire to provide Britain with any “aid short of war.” However, America First really came into the public eye after celebrity aviator Charles Lindbergh joined the antiwar effort in April 1941. To America Firsters, the United States was moving closer to a war it could not win. “Does any sane person believe,” former president Herbert Hoover asked, “that by military means we can defeat two-thirds of the military power of the whole world in even years and years?”2 Together, Germany and also Japan, an aggressor in China, were all mighty. At the same time, Roosevelt sharpened the “material means” available to him by declaring an “Unlimited National Emergency” on May 27, 1941. Following Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union at the end of June, he proposed the extension of the unprecedented peacetime draft from twelve to thirty or more months. A wail of protest followed, with the extension passing the House of Representatives by a single vote on August 12.

When first introduced in September 1940, the draft quickly became homespun. According to a Gallup poll, the majority of young men had no personal objections to a year of military service. Since the size of the US Army ranked eighteenth in the world, the draft seemed an appropriate measure with Europe at war. Song and dance embraced the draft. Featured in the Abbott and Costello movie Buck Privates, the Andrews Sisters made “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy” an instant hit at the beginning of 1941. It told the story of a famous trumpet player from Chicago who was at the top of his craft: “But then his number came up and he was gone with the draft.” This goodwill changed with the extension of the draft. The Prairie Ramblers updated their recording of “I’ll Be Back in a Year, Little Darlin’” to “I Won’t Be Back in a Year, Little Darling.” Soldiers themselves threatened to desert after their year was up. Life magazine reported on the graffiti scrawled around army posts: “OHIO,” which stood for “Over the Hill in October.”3

The declaration of an “Unlimited National Emergency” energized America First Committees, which soon numbered 450 chapters with eight hundred thousand members. Lindbergh along with Nye and others crisscrossed the country where the Irish, the Italians, and the Germans did not necessarily identify with Britain. Thirty thousand protesters filled the Hollywood Bowl on June 20, 1941, to hear Lindbergh. Hundreds of meetings and paid radio spots expanded the audiovisual space of the nation. Emboldened by the emergency, isolationism also took on a nativist aspect. Speaking in Des Moines on September 11, Lindbergh charged that “the three most important groups who have been pressing this country toward war are the British, the Jewish, and the Roosevelt administration,” all of which served non-American interests. Having indicted Jews as warmongers, America First found itself on the defensive. Even so, Lindbergh spoke to enthusiastic crowds in Fort Wayne, Indiana, on October 3, and his schedule of antiwar rallies stretched into the new year.

America First probably never had strong support of more than a quarter of the country. Its influence, however, was pervasive. As British ambassador Lord Halifax noted, the United States was divided against itself. In his estimation, Roosevelt had to “steer a course between (1) the wish of 70% of Americans to keep out of war” and “(2) the wish of 70% of Americans to do everything to break Hitler, even if it means war.” Robert Sherwood, a White House speechwriter, recalled the period before Pearl Harbor more bluntly. “As the world situation became more desperately critical, and as the limitless peril came closer and closer to the United States,” he wrote, “isolationist sentiment became ever more strident in expression and aggressive in action, and Roosevelt was relatively powerless to combat it. He had said everything ‘short of war’ that could be said.” Yet “he had no more tricks left.”4

Given these circumstances, the Allies were fortunate that Japan made the decision to go to war for them. The day after the Pearl Harbor attack, a front-page editorial in the Chicago Tribune, “We All Have Only One Task,” reminded readers that this was the war “that so many of us have worked with all our hearts to avert,” but the newspaper put the stress on “we all,” united in an effort in which “recriminations are useless.” “For all intents and purposes Isolationism and American Firstism are deader than a bombed soldier at Hickam Field,” reported an observer in Chicago.5

“Well, it’s here,” remarked another Chicago resident. The reference was to the war and also to the end of the deadlock everyone felt between hating the dictators and fearing another war. Though involuntary, the decision came as a relief, but also introduced a feeling of disquiet since it swept Americans, and millions of others around the globe, into a new unmarked period of time, the uncertain vertigo of wartime.

Americans quickly learned the basics of what happened at Pearl Harbor: the sneak attack, the mass casualties at the naval base, the stricken airfields. What they did not know was that six Japanese aircraft carriers had launched the attack; they had little idea of Japanese military capacity. Nor was the public informed that the three carriers of the navy’s Pacific Fleet had not been in port that Sunday—carriers would become the most important protagonists in the Pacific war. Even so, Roosevelt’s fireside chat on December 9 was clear enough to anchor a profound sense of vengeance: through a “brilliant feat of deception, perfectly timed and executed with great skill,” he said, “many American soldiers and sailors have been killed by enemy action. American ships have been sunk; American airplanes have been destroyed.”

Roosevelt also stressed the global dimensions to the struggle in which the United States was one injured party among many. In his declaration of war on December 8, Roosevelt enumerated the other places the Japanese attacked, the Philippines, Malaya, Hong Kong, Guam, and Midway, making no distinctions between American and British possessions while stressing the unprovoked and perfidious nature of Japanese aggression. Maps in the New York Times and Los Angeles Times gave readers a powerful visual display of the far-flung attacks across the vast Pacific area. “The Japs are running wild all over Asia,” one reader summarized.6

In his fireside chat the next evening, Roosevelt framed the attack to encompass the entire globe. Given the “actual collaboration” among Japan, Italy, and Germany, “all the continents of the world, and all the oceans,” have been turned into “one gigantic battlefield” in which “Japanese successes against the United States in the Pacific are helpful to German operations in Libya,” and any “German success against the Caucasus is inevitably an assistance to Japan in her operations against the Dutch East Indies.” It was a quick lesson in world geography. Roosevelt framed the attack on the Hawaiian Islands in such a way to prepare American families for a long war in which their soldiers, sailors, and airmen would be fighting far from home.

Whether they wanted to avenge a dastardly attack on the United States or believed in the global mission to destroy the foundations of Axis militarism, Americans rallied. Although the requirements to allocate manpower made it necessary for the army to rely exclusively on the draft after December 1942, the expansion of the armed forces depended first on volunteers. The scene in Boston repeated itself across the United States: “Before the Navy and Marine recruiting station in the Federal Building opened at 8:00 am, there were 41 men, ages 17 to 43, waiting outside the door to join up and the offices have been swamped ever since. The Army reports that the number of recruits is ‘10 times normal.’”7

Typical also was the scene in Chicago where the Chicago Defender, a leading Black newspaper, reported, “Army Rejects Negroes.” “Lewis Grady, 19, 6145 May Street, presented himself for service and was waved aside.” Next in line was “twenty-year old Mitchell Jordan, 4318 Evans Avenue.” “‘Sorry, can’t use you,’ the officer informed him.” It was not a week after Pearl Harbor when Sylvia Tucker of Detroit, determined to “heed the call” to donate blood as “a loyal American citizen and American mother,” was told that regulations “barred Negro blood donors.” Although the American Medical Association and Red Cross protested that there was “no factual basis” to justify discrimination, the War Department refused to offend white southerners who, in the words of one congressman, could not imagine pumping “Negro blood into the veins of our wounded white boys” with all the “direful” effects “it might have on them or their children.”8 One African American leader rightly compared the policy to “the cult and curse of Hitler and Hitlerism.” Black and white bisected wartime questions of life and death.9

The blockade of Black Americans from the wartime community continued a familiar story in which race persistently divided the “we all” the Tribune gathered together. “We must all stand united against this common enemy,” editorialized the Chicago Defender, but “White America must first ‘bomb the color line.’” That bombardment was slow in coming.

Hours after they heard about the attack, Americans began inspecting Japanese close at hand, making their way in Los Angeles to the district known as Little Tokyo. First, they cruised along First Street above which “gay Christmas decorations” fluttered until curious sightseers created such traffic jams that police closed off the street from Main to San Pedro “to prevent incidents.” The next day, storefronts, banks, and department stores were mostly shuttered. Policemen patrolled the streets. Even at the end of the week, Little Tokyo remained “a deserted village.” Charles Kikuchi headed for San Francisco on December 8 to “chase girls.” “Holy Christ!” he later wrote: the city “was like nothing I ever saw before and everybody was saying that the Japs are going to get it in the ass.” Japanese Americans reacted to Pearl Harbor “as Americans,” yet were “painfully aware that faces turn to look at them” as they walked down the streets.10

The marking of Japanese Americans drew a further race line across “we all”—citizens of Japanese heritage pointed out, “I am an American,” while Chinese residents insisted, “Me Chinese, Please, No Jap.” It was not long before Life came to the aid of Americans confused by who was Japanese and who was Chinese. “LIFE here adduces a rule-of-thumb”: after making physical distinctions between slender and squat, it summarized that Chinese have the “rational calm of tolerant realists,” whereas “Japs, like General Tojo, show humorless intensity of ruthless mystics.” (In response, the New York Times insisted that “whatever the slant of his eyes,” it is “the slant of the heart that counts.”)11

“It was the look in the white people’s faces when I walked down the streets,” recollected Chester Himes, the African American novelist. “It was that crazy, wild-eyed, unleashed hatred that the first Jap bomb on Pearl Harbor let loose in a flood. All that tight, crazy feeling of race as thick in the street as gas fumes”—the “blood-red hatred of all dark skin.”12

The loathing of the Japanese remained palpable throughout the war, and, in some ways, the “infamy” of the attack held the country together. But Americans also recognized the larger threat posed by foreign invaders that forced them to confront questions of empire and the fate of subjugated people around the world. As a result, the war accentuated the planet’s “dark skin.”

On New Year’s Day, Japanese newspapers published stunning photographs of the aerial attack on “Battleship Row” on Ford Island at Pearl Harbor. This was when Tokugawa Musei, a well-known radio personality, finally fell in with his country’s war. “It was an unprecedented New Year’s,” he confided to the diary. “My heart swells with pride,” he admitted, sorting the headlines from “the four newspapers our house receives.”13 They hurled Japan’s power: “Advancing into the Southwest Pacific—the Rising Sun Flag” and “When Singapore Falls, India, the Heart of England, Will Quake.”

For Musei, Pearl Harbor was more than a brilliant attack on the US Navy’s Pacific base. It heralded Japan’s war to liberate East Asia that over the past two or three centuries had been parceled out among the Western powers. Japanese knew well that it was the Stars and Stripes that flew over Manila just as the British raised the Union Jack in Singapore (and New Delhi, and Rangoon, and so many other places). In the very first week of the war, Japan broke through along a front stretching nearly halfway across the world from Hawaii in the East to Burma in the West. “The War Is On!” announced the Japan Times, nudging readers into a great drama in which war would be the means by which Japan seized control of events and built its own Asian empire.14

On December 8, the sun had barely risen when the first vendors appeared outside Tokyo’s Shimbashi station with special editions calling out “Sensô! Sensô!” (War! War!). With their bells ringing, vendors soon spread out along Ginza Dori in the commercial district. In the excitement, streetcars emptied, and “a new wave of buyers swirled around the news vendors.” By noon, huge crowds “flooded into the streets from shops, department stores, offices. Joyous relief and intense satisfaction shone in every face.”15

“Patiently have We waited, and long have We endured,” read the emperor’s Imperial Rescript that was broadcast repeatedly over the radio. The “inordinate ambition” of the United States and Great Britain to “dominate the Orient” nullified “Our Empire’s efforts of many years.” They had demanded an almost complete cessation of what Japan considered to be its “manifest destiny,” most concretely, its colonial activity in China, but, more generally, its claim to speak for an Asia for Asians, and they had enforced their own long-established imperial positions in the region with an embargo of oil and other vital imports to the island nation. “The situation being such as it is,” the Imperial Rescript concluded, “our empire, for its existence and self-defense, had no other recourse but to appeal to arms and to crush every obstacle in its path.”

The radio followed up the defiance with the martial song “Umi Yukaba.”

Across the sea, water-drenched corpses;

Across the mountains, grass-covered corpses.

We shall die by the side of our Emperor,

We shall never look back.

There was a sense of common purpose in the struggle against Western imperialism. “Asia for Asians” was the new slogan. People rushed out to greet the new future with all its opportunities for the ambitious Japanese people. It beckoned just as the opening of the transcontinental West had for the United States. In the city of Yokohama, hundreds of citizens, anxious to keep up with events, purchased new radios or brought in old ones needing repair. In a demonstration entirely missing in the United States, tens of thousands of “extremely enthusiastic” people, their “hearts filled with joy,” rallied in Tokyo’s Hibiya Park across from the Imperial Palace on the following Saturday.16

When the attack on Pearl Harbor was announced, it was already December 8 in Japan. As the calendar indicated, Japan was ahead. It had taken the initiative in invading the outposts of American and British empire and thereby established the meaning of the course of the events. The aim of securing hegemony in what had been a European-dominated East Asia stretching from China south to the East Indies (Indonesia) and west to India had already been announced in the Imperial Rescript, and the means for doing so, Japan’s sponsorship of its own imperial device, the Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which would liberate the peoples of East Asia from foreign rule and develop their long-stunted capacities, offered an attractive way to the future. Not Pearl Harbor, but the captures of Hong Kong, Manila, and especially Singapore were the big events that gave direction and meaning to Japan’s war. The Japanese people were swept up in a tide of nearly uncontested enthusiasm in the aggressive “spirit of December 8.”

An opportunity to overturn power constellations on the planet, the war was “the greatest turn that has ever been recorded in world history,” a new chapter emancipating “the Asiatic nations from the bondage of the white man.” “World history,” the Japan Times concluded, was being made “so vigorously as to shake the very axle of the earth.”17

Photographs published in the newspapers in December 1941 drew readers right into the war. They were all action shots: a Japanese naval squadron “knifing through the air on its way to wipe out enemy warships” and battleships zigzagging in a “frantic effort to escape Japanese bombs.” Just two days after Pearl Harbor, Britain’s capital ships Repulse and Prince of Wales were sunk off the coast of Malaya in the “smoke and spray” of “numerous bomb-bursts.” Photographs of mechanized units, marching columns, and bicycle troops (“Pedal into Burma”) composed motion pictures pulling readers into the relentless forward movement of Japanese forces. “Knifing,” “blasting,” “toppling” captions hounded the “swerving and swaying” enemy. From the start, the war was conceived in a highly aggressive way: banners “along the streets, in streetcars and restaurants,” and really “everywhere,” urged the army to “annihilate our enemies,” to “slaughter them.”18

However, the all-out success could not hide the glaring flaw of the attack. Japan assumed it struck at the heart of American power, dismissing the more realistic view, which was that Pearl Harbor was simply a remote appendage of an otherwise unscathed industrial giant—only four hundred thousand people lived in the far-off Hawaii Territory. The chief of naval operations, Admiral Harold Stark, later recalled having made this connection clear to Japan’s ambassador before the war: “You too will have your losses,” he reminded, and “unable to make up your losses,” Japan “will grow weaker,” while “we will not only make up our losses but will grow stronger as time goes on.”19

Many senior officers in Japan’s navy agreed—privately. Even Isoruko Yamamoto, the commander in chief of the Combined Fleet who planned the audacious preemptive strike on Pearl Harbor, opposed the overall military strategy. For someone who “bet on anything and everything,” he was proud of playing a “full house” against America’s “pair” on December 8. But as a poker player, he also knew he would be dealt other hands. “Anyone who has seen the auto factories in Detroit and the oil fields in Texas,” he reflected, “knows that Japan lacks the national power for a naval race with America.” Japan could “put up a tough fight for the first six months” in a war with the United States, “but I have absolutely no confidence as to what would happen if it went on for two or three years.”20

The sense that time was running out had pushed the Japanese leadership into war in the first place. Japan was running out of resources. It had about a year’s supply of oil. At the same time, military leaders watched Germany’s spectacular conquests in 1940 and came to the conclusion that Europe’s colonies in Asia were there for the taking. “Don’t miss the bus!” they told themselves.21

The brilliant success of the Pearl Harbor attack served to validate traditional Japanese arguments prizing spiritual quality over material quantity. Yet observers admitted that the struggle might be a very long one—as aggressive naval and imperial powers, Great Britain and the United States had “dominated the world” for so long, controlling key points around the globe such as the Suez Canal and the Panama Canal, that “they will not submit without a struggle.” The war could go on for “ten, twenty, and even a hundred years.”22

The struggle would be long and thorny, and it would be global. Japan defined the war as the “Great East Asian War” against the Western empires in the name of one billion people, half the world’s population, who “groan under their yoke.” Between the “have” and the “have-not” nations, favorite vocabulary words for the upstart Axis, between “plutocratic-democratic map-makers of Washington and London” and the army of liberation mobilized in Tokyo to alter the face of the earth, “there has now opened a war for life or death.” It was a planetary war of nations and races: “All the players are in the game and all the cards on the table. Nobody can back out,” concluded one scholar writing about the conflict that lay ahead.23

Yet for Asians, the promise of the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” turned into a “predatory enterprise” in which Japanese assumed the role of the European imperialists they had booted out of the Pacific. Already in China, Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore warned in 1938 that Japan had erected a “tower of skulls.” Racial hierarchies—“Asia for the Asians” with the Japanese on top but not “Malaya for the Malayans”—emerged as a central feature in Japan’s “holy war.” “The ‘sphere’ was actually a pyramid.”24

“The enemy is coming, the enemy is coming. On Track 2 the enemy is coming. On Track 3 the enemy is coming!” Musei, the New Year’s diarist, was startled to see his four-year-old son playing railroad conductor. The game suggested anxiety about the size and proximity of Japan’s enemies, a subterranean current beneath public jubilation after Pearl Harbor. Yet residents headed to shops to buy aid-defense equipment—helmets, buckets, window strips. Assigned to air-raid shelters and drilled in firefighting, citizens prepared for the war. Indeed, the hinomi, or firewatcher, and neighborhood fire brigades that raced against each other had long been a part of urban folklore. “The enemy is coming, the enemy is coming” was a case of jitters as well as a call to arms.25

Over the summer of 1941, Helmuth James von Moltke grew uneasy about the German invasion of the Soviet Union, which he followed closely as a counterintelligence officer in the High Command of the Wehrmacht. German troops advanced, but encountered stiffer resistance than expected. By the fourth or fifth week of the war, disappointing news from the front shredded Moltke’s initial conviction on June 22, the day of the invasion, that “Russia would collapse from within.” Gradually, he suspected that “we have touched something terrible and it will cost many victims.” Moltke picked up War and Peace that summer with Tolstoy’s description of the national spirit awakened by Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812 ringing alarm bells. As he immersed himself in the novel, writing his wife that in the evenings he had “Tolstoyed a little more,” Moltke came to the conclusion that a successful military outcome was doubtful. The Russians were fighting for their country and shared a patriotic story: “big words, very big words,” made Russia “invincible.” He calculated the effect of the words: “very, very heavy losses”: “Every day costs 6,000 German and 15,000 Russian dead and wounded. Every hour costs 250 Germans and 625 Russians, every minute 4 Germans and 10 Russians.”26 By early December 1941, the German war machine came to a halt in the freezing-cold suburbs of Moscow.

On December 5, the Red Army mounted an unexpected and surprisingly strong offensive that pushed back German troops dozens of miles. Heinrich Hampe, with the Sixth Infantry Division, had gotten as far as a tram stop from which he picked up a “handful of old tram tickets” on which Cyrillic letters spelled out “Moskva,” yet his unit quickly abandoned their forward position. Everywhere uncoordinated retreats along icy winter roads left behind the debris of corpses, broken trucks, abandoned guns, and “documents and letters” blown “across the steppes.” Franz Halder, chief of staff of the Army Command, described Christmas Day as a “very difficult day.” Then came “a very difficult day!” and “another difficult day!” followed by “a day of wild fighting.” Wehrmacht armies eventually recovered, but the counteroffensive had bankrupted Hitler’s blitzkrieg strategy. The Soviet Union had not been knocked out.27

Moltke could not think or write in peace. He was weighed down by the “hecatombs of corpses.” “I slept very little for two nights,” he wrote his wife, Freya, on November 13, “because I woke up at 3 and thought about Jews and Russians.” The list he tabulated in his head was appallingly repetitive: “Russian prisoners, evacuated Jews, evacuated Jews, Russian prisoners, hostages shot… again evacuated Jews, Russian prisoners.”28

“Russian prisoners” referred to the hundreds of thousands of Soviet soldiers who had died in Wehrmacht captivity; they came to the attention of German authorities in the deteriorating war situation as a potential source of prison labor. The military crisis enveloped the eastern front, while partisan activity endangered security in western Europe, a threat the Wehrmacht attempted to deter with the “hostages shot” in France, Yugoslavia, and elsewhere. And “evacuated Jews”: since October, the Reich had widened the scope of the war by deporting German Jews to ghettos in the occupied territories. “One thing is quite certain,” Moltke reflected: “the Horsemen of the Apocalypse” provided only a foretaste of “what is ahead of us.”29

Moltke conveyed all the bad news in letters to “Pim,” his wife, Freya, who in his absence managed the family’s Silesian estate in Kreisau with their two young sons—“How may the milk be doing and the sheep?” he made sure to inquire. In Berlin, however, Moltke compared himself to Cassandra, the lonely Greek priestess blessed with the gift of prophecy but afflicted with the curse not to be heard. “Will everything go under in chaos?” the counterintelligence officer wondered. How can “I know this and yet sit at my table in my heated flat and have tea? Don’t I thereby become guilty too? What shall I say when I am asked: And what did you do during this time?”30

These questions steeled his opposition to Hitler. Arrested for treason in January 1944 for helping draw up plans to regenerate Germany after the Nazis, Moltke was executed at Berlin’s Plötzensee Prison on January 23, 1945, at the age of thirty-seven. Freya died in Norwich, Vermont, on January 1, 2010.

“Evacuated Jews, Russian prisoners, hostages shot”—these issues pressed the atmosphere of crisis that prevailed when Hitler returned to the “Wolf’s Lair,” his headquarters at Rastenburg, East Prussia, on December 7, 1941. He had come back from a quick inspection trip to Mariupol and Poltava in Ukraine to confer with his generals after the Soviet counteroffensive, which had been launched a few days earlier. According to a staff officer, discussions revealed that Hitler “does not understand the state of our troops.” Everything being done was just a “patch-up job.” A week later, he issued the “no retreat” order in the face of what in some sectors appeared to be a rout.31

After Sunday dinner, around 9:00 p.m., Hitler was informed of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, a place his staff first had to locate.

News of the attack came, as it did for millions around the world, over the radio. In this case, press chief Otto Dietrich had been monitoring foreign news. “A delirium of joy embraced everyone at headquarters”—“at least as far as one could see,” noted Walter Warlimont, the deputy chief of operations. The news, Warlimont added, “left the lone bystander, who even in this hour still believed to be able to see, lonelier still.”

The next day, December 8, Hitler decided to declare war on the United States in common cause with Japan in accordance with the spirit, though not the letter, of the Tripartite Pact, a defensive military alliance the two powers had signed with Italy on September 27, 1940, to create the Axis. The declaration of war was to be broadcast to the world in a public address to the Reichstag. That meant Hitler had to be in Berlin, and he left by overnight train for the capital that evening, but not before ordering Germany’s navy to sink on sight any American ship.32

Since Hitler was late composing his speech, the Reichstag convened only at 3:00 p.m. on December 11. At some point, Joseph Goebbels, the trusted adviser, suggested that the Reichstag session be used as an opportunity to update Hitler’s Gauleiter, the Nazi Party’s district officials, about “broad military, foreign, and domestic political problems,” a meeting that took place on December 12, 1941. There were thus two events planned, the big Reichstag address broadcast over radio and the little one with Hitler’s political team in his private quarters.33

In his capacity as president of the Reichstag, another old Nazi, Hermann Goering, opened the parliamentary session with a moment of silence in honor of German soldiers fallen on the field of battle in Russia. Hitler cited the exact number in his address: 162,314, more than double the number killed in France and Poland. “You know me, my old Party companions,” Hitler began, recalling that he had “always been an enemy of half measures or weak decisions.” Identifying himself as “the child of a small, poor family,” in contrast to Roosevelt’s “filthy rich family,” Hitler spoke up for the Habenichts, the have-not nations who “just want to live.” This was a world historical moment that would determine the “life or death” of nations, “perhaps for ever.” An Axis victory would pull down the “Anglo-Saxon-Jewish-Capitalist World” so that a “better New Order in the world” might rise. What was at stake was nothing less than “a historical revision on a unique scale.”34

Goering closed the session with the idea of the “world war in the true sense of the word,” a war between “the world of construction and the world of decay.” Obviously, with Germany’s declaration of war, all the major belligerents around the world had joined the fight. But the words “world war” were more than a quick shorthand about global scale; they referred back to an important prophecy that Hitler had made about the international situation on January 30, 1939. In words that were quoted back many times over the following years with almost theological authority, Hitler had prophesied the “annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe” in the event of a “world war.” The accent on “true” in Goering’s 1941 formulation implicated “the Jewish race.”

For many observers, Germany’s declaration of war promised only the elongation of the front across the globe and the prolongation of the war into an indeterminate future. “The war will now drag on forever,” thought Paul Schmidt, Hitler’s translator.35

The question remains: Why did Hitler declare war on the United States? British diplomat Sir Nicholas Henderson considered the declaration of war “Hitler’s biggest blunder.” Sebastian Haffner, who had tracked Hitler’s career since the 1930s, thought the declaration an “act of lunacy.”36 With his “obliging declaration,” Hitler passed over the golden opportunity “to work incalculable mischief” with the US commitment to give “precedence to the European war.” Given the emotional desire to punish Japan, Roosevelt would have found it difficult to declare war against Germany on his own.37 In effect, Hitler invited the Allies to fight the war they preferred: Germany first. What was important to Hitler, however, was that he had taken the initiative.

The world war had come. The big declaration was delivered on Thursday, December 11: the war against the United States. The second event, the Gauleiter meeting, took place on Friday afternoon in Hitler’s private apartment in the Old Chancellery. There, he announced to the leaders of his party, about fifty in number, the decision that Germany would pursue the extermination of Jews across Europe, including German Jews. This was the political initiative of the Nazi Party. Most of Hitler’s remarks focused on the war situation: the Soviet counteroffensive around Moscow and the new war in the Pacific. However, the part on the Jews was in the form of a directive, not a survey. Two sources give the gist of what Hitler said: the accounts of Joseph Goebbels, the propaganda minister and Gauleiter of Berlin, and of Hans Frank, governor-general in conquered Poland. They are not stenographic reports but are consistent with one another.

Goebbels reported to his diary:


Regarding the Jewish question, the Führer is determined to clear the table. He warned the Jews that if they were to cause another world war, it would lead to their own destruction. Those were not empty words. Now the world war has come. The destruction of the Jews must be its necessary consequence. We cannot be sentimental about it. It is not for us to feel sympathy for the Jews. We should have sympathy rather with our own German people. If the German people have to sacrifice 160,000 victims in yet another campaign in the east, then those responsible for this bloody conflict will have to pay for it with their lives.



Hitler’s words referred directly back to the prophecy of January 30, 1939, in which a “world war” would result in the “extermination of the Jewish race in Europe.” The prophecy had been formulated in the conditional future tense. On December 12, however, Hitler spoke clearly about intentions that were going to take place: Jews “will have to pay” with their lives; their destruction must be the “necessary consequence.” There were also no bounds to the action; the table will be cleared in a single, immediate sweep. And there was no room for interpretation or hyperbole since the words were categorically “not empty,” or metaphorical. The destruction of the Jews would require the effort to expunge sympathy and override exceptions.38

Frank’s report was strikingly similar. He opened his statement with the summary that “one way or another we have to put an end to them.” Frank called attention to the prophecy of January 1939. There would also be no halfway measures; “liquidation” was the goal. The final step was to approach the task without false or misplaced sympathy.39

It is not clear whether the decision to declare war on the United States and thus establish for Germany the conditions of “a world war” was made in order to fulfill the prophecy and murder all the Jews. It is a logically compelling conclusion, but seems unlikely. However, the declaration was certainly made with the prophecy in mind. For Hitler, and National Socialists, the declaration of war and the decision to exterminate the Jews became part of a single revolutionary effort.

In the days immediately following the Gauleiter meeting, strides to solve technical issues were also taken. On December 14, Hitler met with Heinrich Himmler, Reichsführer of the SS; Philipp Bouhler, chief of the Chancellery of the Führer; and Bouhler’s chief of staff, Viktor Brack, who had coordinated the T4 program in which so-called defectives had been euthanized with gas over the course of the past year. (T4 stood for the Berlin offices on Tiergartenstrasse 4, a short stroll from the Chancellery.) It was Bouhler’s Chancellery team that provided the experts who set up extermination operations in 1942. Hitler’s Gauleiter conference set the planning process in motion; the T4 operation in the Chancellery offices was scaled up to expedite the destruction of “the Jewish race in Europe.”40

It is not the case that Hitler decided to murder Jews on December 12, 1941. Already in the summer of 1941, “total liquidation began in the occupied Soviet lands. Selective mass executions of those seen as ‘unfit for labor’” had also taken place. And beginning in October, German and Austrian Jews were being deported to ghettos in the East—the deportations preoccupying Moltke. The difference is that after December 12, 1941, the goal of the “extermination of the Jewish race” became systematic and directed centrally from Berlin. In place was now a comprehensive program of deportation and murder on German-occupied territory in the present time of the ongoing war.41

What actually concerned ordinary Germans around Christmas 1941 were events unfolding on the eastern front. The reversals of fortune in the “ice-hell” of Russia were far more consequential than the public suspected even after six months of war. On the evening of December 20, listeners got a sense of the disorder when Goebbels “delivered an address over all the German radio stations,” announcing “a gigantic collection of winter equipment for the armed forces” to take place the following week. Germans were told “quite plainly that the situation was critical,” so much so that what soldiers needed were suitable clothes. “The speech hit the people like a bomb.” Local Nazis huddled together during the holidays to stitch together “10 x 10 cm quadrants” out of wool scraps to make blankets. Civilians donated their underwear as well as shawls, shirts, and pullovers, along with vacation stuff: skis and boots. The campaign was a splendid opportunity, scoffed one diarist, for all “ladies who had received fabulous fur coats from France to donate them [back] to our soldiers.” Pleased with the totals, Goebbels regarded the collection as a spontaneous plebiscite in favor of the regime. Most Germans, however, felt that they had been brushed with catastrophe.42

Almost every day ambulance trains pulled into the main train station in Cologne in January 1942. The casualties on the eastern front touched nearly all families in the city. Listening to the radio, people learned to expect the most “strenuous challenges” for the New Year. Hitler pledged the home front to “make every, and, if necessary, even the last sacrifice.” “Today there are only duties,” boldfaced Cologne’s party newspaper.43

In many ways the mood in Germany was apocalyptic, sinister, and portentous at the same time. The public felt backed into another costly war against formidable enemies, while leaders sought to outflank crisis in one sector with more war and unbounded action against the “real” enemies. The estimations contradicted each other in the abstract but actually meshed well in the energetic offensives the Germans undertook in the months that followed in 1942.

Germany fought the war across a long series of fronts across the globe. What the Allies feared most was a gigantic pincer strategy in which the Japanese and Germans would converge on the Middle East. Hitler himself proposed “exact coordination” between the two “gigantic military powers—Japan and Germany—far away from each other but standing together in battle,” so that they would be able to leverage their forces to scatter the strength of the enemies who would exhaust themselves as they lurched from one place to another. However, this was a complete “wish strategy,” since there was no coordination. Hitler’s scenario did describe what happened to the Germans as the Allies launched counteroffensives at the end of 1942.44

As an epigram for audacious thinking, Goebbels quoted Nietzsche on the day of Japan’s attack at Pearl Harbor: “what doesn’t kill me, makes me stronger.”45 Always widely quoted, Nietzsche provided comfort!

In five days in December, from the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, to Hitler’s December 12 decision to exterminate “the Jewish race in Europe,” all the belligerents entered a long and global war in which civilians would be the most numerous victims. The war had become a brutal prolonged world conflict.

“The equation at present” was quite “unbalanced,” one American observer calculated in 1941: “80,000,000 Germans in one lump + the labor of n slaves + 8 years of intense rearming and organization + frenzied fanaticism versus 70,000,000 British in 4 continents + zero slaves + only 3 years of real rearmament and no industrial mobilization + dogged determination.” In this grand, horrible struggle with the big lump and its slaves, “little by little, in every country of the world, in all the great cities, and in most of the accessible villages, the sights and sounds of war were to become the commonplace of the age.” Splashy posters on the walls exhorted residents in Lagos and Calcutta to organize air defense and collect war funds; newsreels in local movie theaters chatted incessantly about new offensives. “Our world has grown closer and smaller,” Sierra Leone’s Daily Mail commented. Two great alliance systems, the Axis and the Allies, based in their territories around the world, waged war so that there were few truly neutral middle zones.46

(The blocs were incomplete at a few points: the Soviet Union and Japan, upholding their April 1941 nonaggression pact, did not fight each other. Most South American nations were not proper belligerents in the war, which also never stamped their histories the way it did the rest of the world. In the British Dominions, in Australia, South Africa, and Canada, antiwar and antidraft sentiment dating back to World War I limited military operations. The slaughter in the trenches a quarter century earlier cast long shadows on mobilization for war in 1939.)

Most everyone in the world was pushed aside or pulled into the conflict. “The coils of war increasingly strangle the world,” observed Indian nationalist Jawaharlal Nehru. Soldiers and workers wondered what kind of war it was and whose interests it was fought for and who might gain even when it became clear that the Allies would win. The war displaced people, and it blinded them, and it also created new connections between places like Calcutta and Johannesburg and Detroit because there were so many wars waged. The world war was fought among empires—the United States, Great Britain, Germany, and Japan. And it was fought as an anticolonial struggle against empire, one that would continue well beyond 1945. World War II was also a war between the “haves” and “have-nots” abroad and between privilege and persecution at home. In many ways, World War II was a race war; the terms certainly suggest so: “Japs,” “yellow race,” “white man,” “the Jew.”47

World War II was about territory and dominion around the globe, but it was also about forms of social and political organization and about ways of seeing detail, recognizing suffering, and narrating the whole. This reconstruction of the building blocks of life made World War II a total war, one that mustered and killed larger and larger numbers of the earth’s inhabitants in radical leaps that overran wild imagination.
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