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FLAGS OF THE UNITED NATIONS The United States fought Germany and Japan as part of an alliance known

as the United Nations. This government poster shows the flags of the many nations advancing together, the Stars
and Stripes, the Union Jack of Great Britain, and the hammer and sickle of the Soviet Union in the most prominent
positions.
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One American Journey

Eyewitness Account by Atomic Scientist

Enrico Fermi
December, 1942

The scene [under the stadium] at The University of Chi-
cago would have been confusing to an outsider, if he could
have eluded the security guards and gained admittance. He
would have seen only what appeared to be a crude pile of
black bricks and wooden timbers. . . .

We gathered on a balcony about 10 feet above the floor
of the large room in which the structure had been erected.
Beneath us was a young scientist, George Weil, whose duty
it was to handle the last control rod that was holding the
reaction in check. . . .

Finally, it was time . ..., Slowly, Weil started to withdraw
the main control rod. On the balcony, we watched the indi-
cators which measured the neutron count and told us how
rapidly the disintegration of the uranium atoms under their
neutron bombardment was proceeding.

At 11:35 a.M., the counters were clicking rapidly. Then,
with a loud clap, the automatic control rods slammed home.
The safety point had been set too low.

At 2:30, Weil pulled out the control rod in a series of

measured adjustments. Shortly after, the intensity shown
by the indicators began to rise at a slow but ever-increas-
ing rate. At this moment we knew that the self-sustaining
[nuclear] reaction was under way.

The event was not spectacular, no fuses burned, no
lights flashed.

But to us it meant that release of atomic energy on a
large scale would be only a matter of time.

U.S. Department of Energy

Enrico Fermi was describing the first controlled nuclear
chain reaction—the critical experiment from which atomic
weapons and atomic power would soon develop. Fermi

had emigrated to escape the growing political repression of
Fascist Italy. In 1942, after the United States joined the ongo-
ing global conflict of World War II, Fermi was put in charge
of nuclear fission research at the University of Chicago and
played a leading role in efforts to develop an atomic bomb.
The following vear found Fermi, other atomic scientists,
and their families at Los Alamos, a science city that the gov-
ernment built hurriedly on a high plateau in northern New
Mexico, where isolation was supposed to ensure secrecy
and help the United States win the race with Nazi Germany
to develop atomic weapons.

The Fermis were not the only family to give Los
Alamos a multinational flavor. Enrico’s wife, Laura Fermi,
remembered that it was “all one big family and all one big
accent. . . . Everybody in science was there, both from the
United States and from almost all European countries.”
Absent were scientists from the Soviet Union, which was
bearing the worst of the fighting against Germany but was
carefully excluded from the secret of the atomic bomb.

The internationalism of Los Alamos mirrored the larger
war effort. Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in December
1941 thrust the United States into a war that spanned the
globe. America’s allies against Japan in the Pacific and
East Asia included Great Britain, Australia, and China. In
Europe, its allies against Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy
included Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and more than
twenty other nations. The scientists racing to perfect the
atomic bomb knew that victory was far from certain. Ger-
many and Japan had piled one conquest on another since
the late 1930s, and they continued to seize new territories in
1942. Allied defeat in a few key battles could have resulted
in a standoff or an Axis victory. A new weapon might end
the war more quickly or make the difference between vic-
tory and defeat.

The war’s domestic impacts were as profound as its
international consequences. The race to build an atomic



bomb was only one part of a vast effort to harness the
resources of the United States to the war effort. The war
highlighted racial inequalities, gave women new opportuni-
ties, and fostered growth in the South and West. By devas-
tating the nation’s commercial rivals, compelling workers
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to retrain and factories to modernize, World War II left
the United States dominant in the world economy:. It also
increased the size and scope of the federal government and
built an alliance among the armed forces, big business, and
science that helped shape postwar America.

26.1 The Dilemmas
of Neutrality

Why were most Americans reluctant to get involved
in World War 117

Americans in the 1930s wanted no part of another overseas
war by a wide margin. Despite two years of German vic-
tories and a decade of Japanese aggression against China,
opinion polls in the fall of 1941 showed that a majority of
voters still hoped to avoid war. President Roosevelt's chal-
lenge was to lead the United States toward rearmament
and support for Great Britain and China without alarming
a reluctant public.

26.1.1 The Roots of War

The roots of World War II can be found in the afteref-
fects of World War L. The peace settlement created a set of
small new nations in eastern Europe that were vulnerable
to aggression by their much larger neighbors, Germany
and the Soviet Union (more formally, the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics, or USSR). Italy and Japan thought that
the Treaty of Versailles had not recognized their stature as
world powers. Many Germans were convinced that Ger-
many had been betrayed rather than defeated in 1918. In
the 1930s, economic crisis undermined an already shaky
political order. Economic hardship and political instabil-
ity fueled the rise of right-wing dictatorships that offered
territorial expansion by military conquest as the way to
redress old rivalries, dominate trade, and gain access to
raw materials.

Japanese internal propaganda in the 1930s stressed
the need to rebuild Japan’s greatness. Japanese national-
ists believed that the United States, Britain, and France had
treated Japan unfairly after World War I, despite its partici-
pation against Germany. They believed that Japan should
expel the French, British, Dutch, and Americans from Asia
and create a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere,
in which Japan gave the orders and other Asian peoples
complied. Seizing the Chinese province of Manchuria to
expand an East Asian empire that already included Korea
and Taiwan emboldened Japan’s military in 1931. A full-
scale invasion of China followed in 1937. Japan took many

of the key cities and killed tens of thousands of civilians in
the “rape of Nanking,” but failed to dislodge the govern-
ment of Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) and settled into a
war of attrition.

Italian aggression embroiled Africa and the Mediter-
ranean. The Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini had sent arms
and troops to aid General Francisco Franco’s right-wing
rebels in Spain. The three-year civil war, which ended with
Franco’s victory in 1939, became a bloody testing ground
for new German military tactics and German and Italian
ambitions against democratic Europe.

In Germany, Adolf Hitler mixed the desire to reassert
national pride and power after the defeat of World War I
with an ideology of racial hatred. Coming to power by con-
stitutional means in 1933, Hitler quickly consolidated his
grip by destroying opposition parties, and made himself the
German Firhrer, or absolute leader. Proclaiming the start of
a 1000-year Reich (“empire”), he combined the historic Ger-
man interest in eastward expansion with a long tradition of
racialist thought about German superiority.

Special targets of Nazi hatred were the Jews, who
were prominent in German business and professional life
but soon faced persecution aimed at driving them from
the country. In 1935, the Nuremberg Laws denied civil
rights to Jews and the campaign against them intensified.
On November 9, 1938, in vicious attacks across Germany
that became known as Kristallnacht (“Night of the Broken
Glass”), Nazi thugs rounded up, beat, and murdered Jews;
smashed property; and burned synagogues. The Nazi gov-
ernment began expropriating Jewish property and excluded
Jews from most employment.

Germany and Italy formed the Rome-Berlin Axis in
October 1936 and the Tripartite Pact with Japan in 1940,
leading to the term Axis Powers to describe the aggressor
nations. Political dissidents in all three nations had already
been suppressed. Hitler’s Germany was the most repres-
sive. The Nazi concentration camp began as a device for
political terrorism, where socialists and other dissidents
and “antisocials”—homosexuals and beggars—could be
separated from “pure” Germans and made to disappear
into “night and fog.” Soon the systematic discrimina-
tion and concentration camps would evolve into massive
forced-labor camps and then into hellish extermination
camps.
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ADOLF HITLER The raspy-
voiced Adolf Hitler had a
remarkable ability to stir the
German people. He and his
inner circle made skillful use of
propaganda, exploiting German
resentment over the country’s
defeat in World War I with
carefully staged mass rallies.

Mary Evans/Science Source

26.1.2 Hitler’s War in Europe

After annexing Austria through a coup and seizing and slic-
ing up Czechoslovakia, Germany demonstrated the worth-
lessness of the Munich guarantees by invading Poland
on September 1, 1939. Britain and France, Poland’s allies,
declared war on Germany but could not stop the German
war machine. Western journalists covering the three-week
conquest of Poland coined the term blitzkrieg, or “lightning
war,” to describe the German tactics. Armored divisions
with tanks and motorized infantry punched holes in defen-
sive positions and raced forward 30 or 40 miles per day.
Hitler’s greatest advantage was the ability to attack when
and where he chose. From September 1939 to October 1941,
Germany marched from victory to victory (see Map 26.1).
Striking from a central position against scattered enemies, Hit-
ler chose the targets and timing of each new front: eastward
to smash Poland in September 1939; northward to conquer
Denmark and Norway in April and May 1940; westward to
defeat the Netherlands, Belgium, and France in May and June
1940, an attack that Italy also joined; southward into the Bal-
kans, enlisting Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria as allies and
conquering Yugoslavia and Greece in April and May 1941.
Hitler also launched the Battle of Britain in the second half
of 1940. German planes bombarded Britain mercilessly, in an
unsuccessful effort to pound the British into submission.
Hitler gambled once too often in June 1941. Having
failed to knock Britain out of the war, he invaded the Soviet
Union. The attack caught the Red Army off guard. Germany

and the Soviet Union had signed a nonaggression pact in
1939, and the Soviets had helped to dismember Poland.
Hitler hoped that smashing the Soviet Union and seizing its
vast resources would make Germany invincible. From June
until December 1941, more than 4 million Germans with
Italian, Hungarian, and Romanian allies pushed through
Belarus, Ukraine, and western Russia. Before desperate
Soviet counterattacks and a bitter winter stopped the Ger-
man columns, they had reached the outskirts of Moscow
and expected to finish the job in the spring.

26.1.3 Trying to Keep Out

Americans who opposed intervention in the European
conflict were sometimes called isolationists, but they con-
sidered themselves realists who remembered the lessons of
World War I. Strong sentiment against intervention shaped
public debate and limited President Roosevelt’s ability to
help Britain and its allies.

Much of the emotional appeal of neutrality came from dis-
illusionment with the American crusade in World War I, which
had failed to make the world safe for democracy. Many oppo-
nents of intervention wanted the United States to protect its
traditional spheres of interest in Latin America and the Pacific.

Noninterventionists spanned the political spectrum
from left-leaning labor unions to conservative business
tycoons like Henry Ford. Heroic aviator Charles Lindbergh
became a leading spokesman for the American First Com-
mittee, arguing that the United States needed to concentrate
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MAP 26.1 Axis Europe, 1941, on the Eve of Hitler’s Invasion of the Soviet Union
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After almost two years of war, the Axis Powers controlled most of Europe, from the Atlantic Ocean to the Soviet border, through annexation,
military conquest, and alliances. Failure to force Britain to make peace caused Hitler to look eastward in 1941 to attempt the conquest of the

Soviet Union.

on building its own defenses. The country’s ethnic variety
also complicated U.S. responses. Nazi aggression ravaged
the homelands of Americans of Polish, Czech, Greek, and
Norwegian ancestry. More than 5 million German Ameri-
cans remembered the anti-German sentiment of World War
I, while many of the 4.6 million Italian Americans admired
Mussolini. Any move to intervene in Europe had to take
these different views into account, meaning that Roosevelt
had to move slowly and carefully in his effort to align the
United States on the side of Britain.

26.1.4 Edging toward Intervention

still, Roosevelt’s appeals to democratic values gained sup-
port in 1939 and 1940. Radio broadcasts from England
describing London under German bombing heightened
the sense of imperiled freedom. The importance of open
markets also bolstered interventionism. United States busi-
ness leaders had little doubt that Axis victories would bring
economic instability and require crushing defense budgets
to protect Fortress America.

Because 85 percent of the American people agreed that the
nation should fight only if it was directly attacked, Roosevelt

had to chip away at neutrality, educating, arguing, and taking
one step at a time. The first step came in Qctober 1939, when
Congress reluctantly allowed arms sales to belligerent nations
on a “cash-and-carry” basis. In control of the Atlantic, France
and Britain were the only expected customers.

Isolationism and anti-Semitism help to explain why the
United States accepted only a few thousand Jewish refugees.
American law strictly limited the numbers of Europeans who
could enter the United States, and Congress in 1939 declined
to authorize the entry outside the quotas of 20,000 Jewish
children. Bureaucrats at the State Department blocked entry
to “undesirables,” such as left-wing opponents of Hitler, and
were unsympathetic to Jewish refugees. The consequences of
these restrictions would prove tragic later in the war when
the Nazis began systematic genocide of European Jews.
Given American isolationism and congressional opposition
to immigration, however, there was little chance that the
Roosevelt administration could have acted differently.

THE COLLAPSE OF FRANCE AND U.S. REARMAMENT.
Despite the efforts of noninterventionists, in 1940 the United
States edged closer to involvement in the war. In May, the
Roosevelt administration established the National Defense
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Advisory Commission and the Council of National Defense.
The sudden defeat of France, which had survived four years
of German attacks in World War I, made the new war seem
far more serious. The United States no longer had the option
of standing on the sidelines while European nations fought to
a standstill. In the summer of 1940, Congress voted to expand
the army to 2 million men, build 19,000 new warplanes, and
add 150 ships to the navy. Lawmakers approved the nation’s
first peacetime draft in September, requiring 16.5 million men
between the ages of 21 and 35 to register for military service.

In the same month, the United States concluded a
destroyer deal with Britain. The British were desperate for
small, maneuverable warships to guard imports of food and
war materials against German submarines. The Americans
had long wanted additional air and naval bases to guard the
approaches to North America. Roosevelt met both needs by
trading fifty old destroyers for the use of bases on British
territories in the Caribbean, Bermuda, and Newfoundland.

THE ELECTION OF 1940. In the presidential election of
1940, foreign policy was secondary. Wendell Willkie, the
Republican nominee, unlike many in his party, shared Roos-
evelt’s belief in the importance of aid to Britain. The big cam-
paign issue was therefore whether FDR’s unprecedented try
for a third term represented arrogance or a legitimate con-
cern for continuity in a time of peril. The election was tighter
than in 1932 or 1936, but Roosevelt received 55 percent of the
vote. The president pledged that no Americans would fight
in a foreign war. But if the United States were attacked, he
said privately, the war would no longer be “foreign.”

26.1.5 The Brink of War

After the election, FDR and his advisers edged the United
States toward stronger support of Britain and put pressure
on Japan. In January 1941, Roosevelt articulated American
goals for the world as four “freedoms”—freedom of speech,
freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from
tear. Roosevelt was simultaneously pushing for the cre-
ation of a lend-lease program to allow Britain to “borrow”
military equipment for the duration of the war. Behind the
scheme was Britain’s inability to pay for American goods.
“Well, boys,” their ambassador explained to a group of
reporters, “Britain’s broke.”

The Lend-Lease Act triggered intense political debate.
The Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies
argued the administration’s position. In opposition, the
strongly isolationist America First Committee claimed that
lend-lease would allow the president to declare anything a
“defense article.” Their spokesperson, Charles Lindbergh,
protested that the United States should not surrender weap-
ons that it might need to defend itself. Congress finally
passed the measure in March 1941, authorizing the presi-
dent to lease, lend, or otherwise dispose of arms and other
equipment to any country whose defense was considered

vital to the security of the United States. The program
proved invaluable in aiding Great Britain.

Roosevelt soon began an undeclared war in the North
Atlantic, instructing the navy to report sightings of German
submarines to the British. In September, the U.S. destroyer
Greer clashed with a German submarine. Portraying the inci-
dent as German aggression, Roosevelt proclaimed a “shoot
on sight” policy for German subs and ordered American
ships to escort British convoys to within 400 miles of Britain.
In reply, German submarines torpedoed the destroyer Kearny
on October 17 and sank the destrover Reuben James, with the
loss of more than 100 lives, on October 30. The United States
was now approaching outright naval war with Germany.

THE ATLANTIC CHARTER. With U.S. ships on a war foot-
ing in the North Atlantic, Roosevelt and the British prime
minister, Winston Churchill, met secretly off Newfoundland
in August 1941, to map out military strategy and postwar
goals. They agreed that the defeat of Germany was their first
priority, and Japan was secondary. Their joint proclamation,
known as the Atlantic Charter, provided both a political
umbrella and moral justification for American involvement
in the war. Echoing Woodrow Wilson, Roosevelt insisted
on a commitment to oppose territorial conquest, support
self-government, promote freedom of the seas, and cre-
ate a system of economic collaboration. Churchill signed
to keep Roosevelt happy, but the document papered over
differences between U.S. and British expectations about the
future of world trade and European colonial possessions.

Some historians think that Roosevelt hoped the United
States could support Britain short of war. Others believe
that he accepted the inevitability of war but hesitated to
outpace public opinion. In this second interpretation, FDR
wanted to eliminate Hitler without going to war if possible,
with war if necessary. “I am waiting to be pushed into the
situation,” he told his secretary of the treasury.

EVENTS IN THE PACIFIC. The final shove came not in
the Atlantic but in the Pacific, where Japan and the United
States had sharply differing worldviews. The United States
favored open international trade that benefited its economy
and fit with policies going back to Theodore Roosevelt and
Woodrow Wilson. Japanese leaders saw a future in which
their nation was destined to lead East Asia. In 1940, as part of
its rearmament program, the United States decided to build
a “two-ocean navy.” This decision antagonized Japan, prod-
ding it toward a war that most U.S. leaders hoped to post-
pone or avoid. Through massive investment and national
sacrifice, Japan had achieved roughly 70 percent of U.S. naval
strength by late 1941. However, America’s buildup promised
to reduce the ratio to only 30 percent by 1944. Furthermore,
the United States was restricting Japan’s vital imports of
steel, iron ore, and aluminum in an effort to curb its military
aggression. In July 1941, after Japan occupied French Indo-
china, Roosevelt froze Japanese assets in the United States,



blocked shipments of petroleum products, and began to
build up U.S. forces in the Philippines. These actions caused
Japan’s rulers to consider war against the United States
while Japan still had a petroleum reserve. Both militarily and
economically, it looked in Tokyo as if 1942 was Japan's last
chance to achieve permanent dominance in East Asia.

Japanese war planners never seriously considered a
full-scale invasion of the United States or expected a deci-
sive victory. They hoped that attacks on American Pacific
bases would shock the United States into letting Japan have
its way in Asia or at least win time to create impenetrable
defenses in the central Pacific.

26.1.6 December 7, 1941

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese navy launched a sur-
prise attack on American bases in Hawaii. The Japanese
fleet sailed a 4,000-mile loop through the empty North
Pacific, avoiding merchant shipping and American patrols.
Before dawn on December 7, 1941, six Japanese aircraft car-
riers launched 351 planes in two bombing strikes against
Pearl Harbor. Because the United States had cracked the
Japanese codes, it knew by November that Japanese mili-
tary action was imminent but expected the blow to come in
Southeast Asia, not Hawaii.

When the smoke cleared, Americans counted their
losses: eight battleships, eleven other warships, and nearly
all military aircraft damaged or destroyed, and 2,403 people
killed. They could also count their good fortune. Dockyards,
drydocks, and oil storage tanks remained intact because the
Japanese admiral had refused to order a third attack. And the
American aircraft carriers, at sea on patrol, were unharmed.
They proved far more important than battleships as the war
developed. Within hours, the Japanese attacked U.S. bases
at Guam, Wake Island, and in the Philippines.

Speaking to Congress the following day, Roosevelt
proclaimed December 7, 1941, “a date which will live in
infamy.” He asked for and got a declaration of war against
Japan. Hitler and Mussolini declared war on the United
States on December 11, supporting their Tripartite Pact ally.

On January 1, 1942, the United States, Britain, the Soviet
Union, and twenty-three other nations subscribed to the
principles of the Atlantic Charter and pledged not to nego-
tiate a separate peace.

26.2 Holding the Line

How did the Allies fare in 1941 and 1942?

Japan’s armies quickly conquered most of Southeast Asia;
its navy forced the United States onto the defensive in the
central Pacific. As it turned out, Japan's conquests reached
their limit after six months, but in early 1942, this was far
from clear. At the same time, in Europe, Allied fortunes
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went from bad to worse. Again, no one knew that German
and Italian gains would peak at midyear. Decisive turning
points did not come until November 1942, a year after the
United States entered the war, and not until the middle of
1943 could the Allies—the United States, Britain, the Soviet
Union, China, and other nations at war with Germany,
Japan, and Italy—begin with confidence to plan for victory.

26.2.1 Stopping Germany

In December 1941, the United States plunged into a truly
global war that was being fought on six distinct fronts (see
Map 26.2). In North Africa, the British were battling Italian
and German armies that were trying to seize the Suez Canal,
a critical transportation link to Asia. Along the 1,000-mile
Eastern Front, Soviet armies held defensive positions as
German forces, pushing deeply into Soviet territory, reached
the outskirts of Moscow and Leningrad (now St. Peters-
burg). In the North Atlantic, German submarines stalked
merchant ships carrying supplies to Britain. In China,
Japan controlled the most productive provinces but could
not crush Chinese resistance. In Southeast Asia, Japanese
troops attacked the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies (now
Indonesia), New Guinea, Malaya, and Burma. In the central
Pacific, the Japanese fleet confronted the U.S. Navy. With
the nation facing danger across both the Atlantic and Pacific
oceans, Roosevelt helped Americans understand the global
nature of the conflict by calling it the “second world war.”

Despite the popular desire for revenge against Japan,
the Allies had already decided to defeat Germany first.
The reasoning was simple: Germany was far stronger than
Japan. Defeat of Japan would not ensure the defeat of Ger-
many, especially if it crushed the Soviet Union or starved
Britain into submission. By contrast, a strategy that helped
the Soviets and British survive and then destroyed German
military power would doom Japan.

THE EASTERN FRONT AND THE BATTLE OF STALIN-
GRAD. The Eastern Front held the key to Allied hopes. In
1941, Germany had seized control of 45 percent of the Soviet
population, 47 percent of its grain production, and more
than 60 percent of its coal, steel, and aluminum industries.
Hitler next sought to destroy the Soviet capacity to wage
war, targeting southern Russia, an area rich in grain and oil.
The German thrust in 1942 was also designed to eliminate
the British from the Middle East.

The turning point of the war in Europe came at Stalin-
grad (present-day Volgograd), an industrial center on the
western bank of the Volga River. After initially aiming at
the city, German armies turned south toward the Russian
oil fields, leaving a dangerous strongpoint on their flank. In
September and October 1942, German, Italian, and Roma-
nian soldiers fought their way house by house into the city.
At night, the Soviets ferried their wounded across the Volga



