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Author’s Note on Asian Names

Throughout the text I have tried always to refer to people by the
names that they themselves would use. Thus, Chinese, Japanese,
Korean and Vietnamese names are written with family name �rst
and given name last, as is the convention in those countries. I have
necessarily made one or two exceptions where a person is already
well known in the West according to the opposite, Western order.
Thus the postwar South Korean leader is rendered Syngman Rhee,
and the wartime prime minister of Japan is given as Hideki Tojo,
when their family names are, respectively, Rhee and Tojo.
Occasionally an author who has lived in the West for a long time
will give his or her name in the Western order, and I have therefore
followed suit in the endnotes. If in doubt, the reader can turn to the
index and the bibliography, where individuals are listed
alphabetically by their family names. In Indonesia it is common for
people to have a single name. Thus, for example, readers should not
be concerned about discovering President Sukarno’s �rst name:
Sukarno was his full name.



Introduction

‘I was never happy in my life.’ That is how Georgina Sand, well into
her eighties at the time when I interviewed her, summed herself up.
‘I never really belonged anywhere. If I’m in England I still consider
myself a refugee. Even now I’m asked where I come from – I have to
say to some of them that I’ve been here longer than they’ve been
alive. But when I’m in Vienna I don’t feel any more like an Austrian.
I feel a stranger. A sense of belonging has gone.’1

From the outside, Georgina appears elegant and self-assured.
Intelligent and erudite, she is never afraid to express an opinion. She
is also quick to laugh, not only at the absurdities of the world, but
also often at herself and at the quirks and eccentricities of her
family, which she �nds endlessly endearing.

She knows that she has a lot to feel thankful for. For more than
�fty years she was married to her childhood sweetheart, Walter,
with whom she had children and then a grandchild, of whom she is
enormously proud. She is an accomplished artist, and since the
death of her husband has had exhibitions both in Britain and in
Austria. She lives a life that most people would consider
comfortable, in a large and stylish apartment on London’s South
Bank, with a view over the River Thames towards St Paul’s
Cathedral.

But beneath her easy smile, beneath her accomplishments and her
elegance and all the apparent comfort of her surroundings, lies a
shaky foundation: ‘I have a lot of insecurities. I always have had …
My life was a constant worry … For example, I was always
overanxious with my children. I was always worried that I was
going to lose them or something. Even now I dream that I have lost



them somewhere. The insecurity is always there … My son says
there was always an undercurrent in our house – an undercurrent of
unease.’

She is unequivocal about the source of this unease. It comes, she
says, from the events that she and her husband experienced during
the Second World War – events that she describes unashamedly as a
‘trauma’. The war changed her life massively and irrevocably, and
the memory of what it did to her still haunts her today. And yet she
feels an obligation to tell her story because she knows that it has
a�ected not only her own life, but also those of her family and her
community. She senses too the echoes that her story has in the
wider world. The events that she lived through changed the lives of
millions of people just like her throughout Europe and beyond. In its
own small way, her story is emblematic of our age.

Georgina was born in Vienna at the end of 1927, at a time when the
city had lost its status as the centre of an empire and was struggling
to �nd a new identity. When the Nazis marched into Vienna in
1938, the people cheered, imagining the return of a greatness they
felt they deserved. But as a Jew, Georgina had no cause to celebrate.
Within days she was told to sit at the back of her classroom at
school, and several of her friends said that their parents had
forbidden them to speak to her. She witnessed the painting of anti-
Semitic slogans on the windows of Jewish shops, and the
harassment of Orthodox Jews in the street. On one occasion she saw
a crowd of people gathered around some Jewish men who were
being forced to lick spittle from the pavement. ‘And the people
around were laughing and spurring them on. It was terrible.’

Georgina’s family also had other reasons to feel anxious at the
arrival of the Nazis: her father was a committed Communist, and
was already under surveillance by the government. Deciding that
the new environment was too dangerous, he silently disappeared –
to Prague. A couple of months later Georgina and her mother
followed him. Under the pretence that they were going on a picnic
in the countryside they gathered a few belongings and took a train



to the border, where a ‘strange-looking man’ smuggled them across
to Czechoslovakia.

For the next year the family lived together in her grandfather’s
apartment in Prague, and Georgina was happy; then the Nazis
arrived here as well, and the process began all over again. Her
father once again went into hiding. To make her safe, Georgina’s
mother enrolled her on a new British initiative designed to save
vulnerable children from Hitler’s clutches – a programme known as
the Kindertransport. Her grandfather, who had been to Britain
several times, told her that she was going to live in a big house, in
luxury, with a rich family. Her mother told her that she would be
joining her very soon. And so eleven-year-old Georgina was put on a
train and sent to Britain to live amongst strangers. Though she did
not know it at the time, she would never see her mother again.

Georgina arrived in London on a summer’s day in 1939, full of
excitement, as if she were starting a holiday rather than a new life.
It did not take long for the excitement to wear o�. The �rst
guardians she was sent to were a military family in Sandhurst. They
seemed cold and dour, especially the mother. ‘I think she wanted a
little cuddly girl, you know, because she had two sons. But I was
always crying, because I missed my family.’

From there she was sent to live with a very old couple in a damp,
dilapidated house – e�ectively a slum – in a poor district of
Reading. ‘That’s where [the authorities] dumped me. Literally
dumped me. I think they must have paid this couple a bit of
maintenance, but they were incapable of looking after me. I was
very, very unhappy. They had a grandson who was a bully – he was
a grown-up man, and he was living in the house. He tried to do
unpleasant things with me … I was so scared of him.’

Over the next six months she developed boils under her arms and
grew increasingly fearful of the grandson’s attentions. She was
eventually rescued by her father, who had somehow managed to
smuggle himself to Britain and who now came and collected her.
But her father could not look after her for long either because the
British authorities, suspicious of German-speaking men, wanted to



intern him as a potential enemy alien. So once again she found
herself amongst strangers, this time on the south coast of England.

So began the series of displacements that would characterize her
teenage years. She was soon evacuated from the south coast because
of the threat of invasion. She spent a while in the Lake District, and
then at a boarding school in North Wales, before returning to
London to live with her father in the autumn of 1943. She never
stayed in one place for more than a year or two, and she developed
a fear of English people, none of whom really seemed to understand
or care about her.

When the war came to an end Georgina was seventeen years old.
Her greatest wish was to be reunited with her mother. She returned
to Prague, where she managed to �nd her aunt, but of her mother
there was no trace. Her aunt told her how many of them had been
rounded up and sent to Theresienstadt concentration camp.
Georgina’s mother had been put on a transport to Auschwitz, where
she had almost certainly perished.

These events haunt Georgina to this day: the repeated
displacements, the loss of her mother, the anxiety and uncertainty of
the war and its aftermath, and all the time the background threat,
never fully acknowledged, of violence. Though she has lived in
London since 1948, she cannot forget the ten years of continual
disruption that characterized her life between the ages of ten and
twenty. That this was in�nitely better than the alternative is
undeniable, but the thought of what might have happened to her
had she stayed in central Europe does not console her. She can’t
bear to think about what happened to her family and friends who
died in the concentration camps, and yet she cannot escape from
thinking about them either. Even today she cannot bring herself to
watch �lms of Jews being deported during the war for fear of seeing
her mother amongst the victims.

She is also haunted by what might have been: ‘When I go to
Vienna, and when I used to go to visit my aunt in Germany and so
on, I saw families – healthy, beautiful families with young kids. I
don’t ski, but we sometimes went to the mountains and I watched,



you know, and looked at children, all German speaking, and all hale
and hearty. And I thought, I could have had a better life. I could
have been with my family, growing up in a more secure
environment. And certainly knowing where I belong. I never really
belonged anywhere.’

My interest in Georgina’s story is threefold. Firstly, as a historian of
the Second World War and its aftermath I am an inveterate collector
of stories. Georgina’s is just one of twenty-�ve I collected for this
book, one for each chapter. Some I gathered personally through
interviews or by email correspondence, others were gleaned from
archival documents or published memoirs; some are from famous
people and others from people who are unknown to anyone but
their family and friends. These stories are in turn just a tiny sample
of the hundreds I have sifted through out of the thousands – millions
– of individual stories that make up our communal history.

Secondly, and more importantly, Georgina is related to my wife,
and hence part of my family. What she has to tell me makes sense of
that branch of my family’s tree – their fears and anxieties, their
obsessions, their longings, some of which have been transmitted
silently to my wife, to me, and to our children, almost as if by
osmosis. No person’s experience belongs exclusively to them – it is
part of a web that families and communities build together, and
Georgina’s story is no di�erent.

Lastly, and most importantly, at least in the context of this book,
there is something emblematic about her tale. Like Georgina,
hundreds of thousands of other European Jews – those who survived
the war – were displaced from their homes and scattered across the
globe. They and their o� spring can be found today in every major
city from Buenos Aires to Vladivostok. Like Georgina, millions of
other German speakers, perhaps as many as 12 million in total, were
also uprooted and exiled from their homes in the chaotic aftermath
of the war. Her narrative has echoes throughout not only Europe,
but also China, Korea and Southeast Asia, where tens of millions
were likewise displaced; and in North Africa and the Middle East,



where the to-ing and fro-ing of vast armies caused irreversible
disruption throughout the war years. The echoes are fainter, but still
recognizable, in the stories of refugees from later con�icts, such as
Korea, Algeria, Vietnam, Bosnia – con�icts which also have roots in
the Second World War. They have been passed on to the children of
refugees, and to their communities – just as Georgina has shared her
memories with her family and friends – and are now woven into the
very fabric of nations and diasporas around the world.

The more one studies the events that Georgina and others like her
lived through, the deeper and more widespread their consequences
seem to be. The Second World War was not just another crisis – it
directly a�ected more people than any other con�ict in history.
Over 100 million men and women were mobilized, a �gure that
easily dwarfs the number who fought in any previous war, including
the Great War of 1914–18. Hundreds of millions of civilians around
the world were also dragged into the con�ict – not only as refugees
like Georgina, but also as factory workers, as suppliers of food or
fuel, as providers of comfort and entertainment, as prisoners, as
slave labourers, and as targets. For the �rst time in modern history
the number of civilians killed vastly outweighed the number of
soldiers, not just by millions, but by tens of millions. Four times as
many people were killed in the Second World War as in the First.
For every one of those people there were dozens who were
indirectly a�ected by the vast economic and psychological
upheavals that accompanied the war.2

As the world struggled to recover in 1945 entire societies were
transformed. The landscapes that rose from the rubble of the
battle�eld looked nothing like the landscapes that had existed
before. Cities changed their names, economies changed their
currencies, people changed their nationalities. Communities that
had been homogeneous for centuries were suddenly inundated with
strangers of all nationalities, all races, and all colours – people like
Georgina, who didn’t belong. Entire nations were set free, or newly
enslaved. Empires fell and were replaced with new ones, equally
glorious and equally cruel.



The universal desire to �nd an antidote to war spawned an
unprecedented rush of new ideas and innovations. Scientists
dreamed of using new technologies – many of them created during
the war – to make the world a better, safer place. Architects
dreamed of building new cities out of the rubble of the old, with
better housing, brighter public spaces and more contented
populations. Politicians, economists and philosophers fantasized
about egalitarian societies, centrally planned and e�ciently run for
the happiness of all. New political parties, and new moral
movements, sprang up everywhere. Some of these changes built on
ideas that had come about as a result of earlier upheavals, such as
the First World War or the Russian Revolution, and some of them
were entirely new; but even the older ideas were adopted after 1945
with a speed and an urgency that would have been unthinkable at
any other time. The overwhelming nature of the war, its uniquely
horri�c violence and its unparalleled geographical scope, had
created a thirst for change that was more universal than at any
other time in history.

The word that came to everyone’s lips was ‘freedom’. America’s
wartime leader, Franklin D. Roosevelt, had spoken of four freedoms
– freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and
freedom from fear. The Atlantic Charter, drawn up in consultation
with the British prime minister, Winston Churchill, had also spoken
of the freedom of all peoples to choose their own form of
government. Communists spoke of freedom from exploitation while
economists spoke of free trade and free markets. And in the wake of
the war, some of the world’s most in�uential philosophers and
psychologists wrote of even deeper freedoms, fundamental to the
human condition.

The call was taken up all over the world, even in those countries
far removed from the �ghting. As early as 1942 the future Nigerian
statesman Kingsley Ozumba Mbadiwe was demanding that liberty
and justice be extended to the colonial world once the war was won.
‘Africa,’ he wrote, ‘will accept no other prize than freedom.’3 Some
of the most enthusiastic founder members of the United Nations



were the Central and South American countries, who envisaged an
international system that would see ‘injustice and poverty banished
from the world’, and a new era in which ‘all nations, large and
small’, would ‘cooperate as equals’.4 The winds of change were
blowing everywhere.

According to the American statesman Wendell Willkie, the
atmosphere during the Second World War was far more
revolutionary than it had been during the First. After touring the
globe in 1942, he returned to Washington inspired by the way that
men and women all over the world were struggling to throw o�
imperialism, reclaim their human and civil rights and build ‘a new
society … invigorated by independence and freedom’. It was, he
said, enormously exciting, because people everywhere seemed to
have a new-found con�dence ‘that with freedom they can achieve
anything’. But he also confessed that he found this atmosphere more
than a little frightening. No one seemed able to agree on a common
goal. If they did not do so before the war was over, Willkie
predicted a collapse of the spirit of cooperation that was holding the
Allies together, and a return to the same discontents that had led to
war in the �rst place.5

Thus the Second World War sowed the seeds not only of a new
freedom, but also of a new fear. As soon as the war was over people
began to eye their former allies with distrust once again. Tension
returned between the European powers and their colonies, between
right and left and, most importantly, between the USA and the
Soviet Union. Having only recently witnessed an unprecedented
global catastrophe, people everywhere began to worry that a new,
even bigger war was coming. The ‘undercurrent of unease’ described
by Georgina Sand was a universal phenomenon after 1945.

In this respect, Georgina’s story in the immediate aftermath of the
war is perhaps also emblematic. After peace was declared she
returned to Prague in the hope of �nding the sense of belonging she
had lost as a child; but when she did not �nd it, she hoped instead
that she could create it anew. She met Walter again, whom she had
known as a girl, and fell in love. She got married, made friends,



prepared to settle down. With all the optimism of youth, she
imagined that her future could only be bright, despite the obstinate
shadow that the war was still casting over her life. Even after
discovering the death of her mother she truly believed that she
would be able to put the misery of the war years behind her,
because she wanted to move on, to reinvent herself. She wanted to
be free.

Unfortunately the Czech authorities had di�erent ideas. In 1948,
when the Communists seized control, she and Walter were
instructed to pledge their unquestioning loyalty to the new regime,
and by extension to the Soviet superpower. Since they were not
prepared to do so, they were forced to �ee the country once again.
Their �ight was symbolic of yet another consequence of the Second
World War – the new Cold War, which saw the whole world
polarized between West and East and between right and left. To use
Churchill’s phrase, an iron curtain was drawn across the centre of
Europe; revolutions, coups and civil wars broke out across the
developing world. More refugees, more stories.

This book is an attempt to survey the major changes – both
destructive and constructive – that took place in the world because
of the Second World War. It necessarily covers the major
geopolitical events: the emergence of the superpowers, the start of
the Cold War, the long, slow collapse of European colonialism and
so on. It also covers the great social and economic consequences of
the war: the transformation of our physical environment; the
massive changes in living standards, in world demographics, in
world trade; the rise and fall of free-market controls; the birth of the
nuclear age. But more importantly, it attempts to look beyond these
events and trends to consider the mythological, philosophical and
psychological e�ects of the war. How did the memory of bloodshed
a�ect our relationships with one another and with the world? How
did it change our view of what human beings were capable of? How
did it in�uence our fears of violence and power, our craving for



freedom and belonging, our dreams of equality and fairness and
justice?

In order to dramatize these questions I have chosen to place at the
heart of each chapter the story of a single man or woman who, like
Georgina Sand, lived through the events of the war and its
aftermath, and was profoundly a�ected by them. In each chapter,
this individual story is used as a starting point to guide the reader
towards glimpses of the wider picture that lies beyond – the story of
that person’s community, their nation, their region, the whole
world. This is not just a stylistic device – it is absolutely
fundamental to what I am trying to express. I do not pretend that
one person’s account can ever sum up the full range of experiences
lived by the rest of the world; but there are elements of the
universal in everything we do and everything we remember,
particularly in what we tell each other about ourselves and about
our past. History has always involved a negotiation between the
personal and the universal, and nowhere is this relationship more
relevant than in the history of the Second World War.

In 1945 there was a general understanding that the actions and
beliefs of every individual, and by extension their memories and
past experiences, concerned not only themselves but also mankind
as a whole. This was an era when psychoanalysts like S. H. Foulkes
and Erich Fromm were �rst beginning to investigate the relationship
between the individual and the groups to which they belonged. ‘The
basic entity of the social process,’ said Fromm in 1942, ‘is the
individual … Any group consists of individuals and nothing but
individuals, and psychological mechanisms which we �nd operating
in a group can therefore only be mechanisms that operate in
individuals.’6 Sociologists and philosophers of the time were also
exploring the way that the individual is re�ected in the whole, and
vice versa: ‘In fashioning myself, I fashion man,’ said Jean-Paul
Sartre at the end of 1945, and many of his fellow existentialists
were keen to draw universal conclusions from the events that they
had witnessed during the war. These are principles that are as



applicable today as they were then: we have collectively adopted
the stories of people like Georgina as if they were our own.7

Of course, I am aware that the stories people tell do not always
re�ect the absolute truth. Those told by survivors of war are
notoriously unreliable. Facts get forgotten, or misremembered, or
embellished. People’s opinions of themselves or their deeds can
change quite dramatically and, when they do, they can be
backdated and inserted as original opinion. Nations and societies act
similarly. The myths and downright lies we have told ourselves over
the decades since the Second World War are just as important in
forming our world as the truths ever were. It is the historian’s
responsibility to check these stories against the record of the time,
and try to fashion something that is as close to the objective truth as
possible. I have tried not to sit in judgement of the individuals
whose accounts I pass on, even when I do not personally agree with
them. Instead, since this is a global history, I have reserved my
criticism for those instances where our collective emotions have got
the better of us and embedded in us a collective memory that is
entirely contradictory to the evidence. Thus the individual stories
are exactly that – stories. It is in the way that they interact with the
collective narrative that ‘story’ ends, and history begins.

I have tried to include case studies from all around the world, and
from a variety of political perspectives, some of which are far from
my own political and geographical point of view. There are stories
here from Africa and Latin America, as well as from Europe, North
America and Asia, because these regions were also deeply a�ected
by the war. Nevertheless, there is a higher proportion of stories from
the parts of the world that were directly involved in the �ghting,
because they undoubtedly experienced greater changes as a
consequence of the war. There are more stories from the USA than
anywhere else. This is not out of my own liberal Western bias – or,
at least, not only because of that – but because it re�ects the
balance of power that emerged from the war: like it or not, the
twentieth century was called the ‘American century’ for a reason.
Japan also features heavily in the opening part of the book, because



I feel that its symbolic importance is under-represented in Western
narratives of the war.

The reader will also notice that there are more stories here from
those who held leftist political views than from those on the right.
Once more, this is deliberate. In global history, 1945 was probably
the high-water mark for the left – those with socially progressive,
even openly Communist ideas dominated the political agenda as
they never have since. But I am a �rm believer that nobody is
entirely consistent in their political beliefs, and I have included
stories of people who underwent dramatic changes in their beliefs as
a result of their experiences, both from right to left and vice versa.

Finally, it is important to say that this book is supposed to be at
least a little bit challenging. In the following pages the reader will
�nd much that is familiar, but also, hopefully, many things that are
less so, perhaps even alienating. In today’s echo-chamber world,
where more and more of us are exposed only to those points of view
that chime closely with our own, it is more important than ever to
have our views challenged occasionally, and to allow ourselves to be
open to that challenge. The world looks very di�erent when
considered from the viewpoint of a soldier or a civilian, a man or a
woman, a scientist or an artist, a businessman or a trade unionist, a
hero, a victim or a criminal. All these points of view are represented
in the following pages. But I would urge the reader to approach this
book rather with the eyes of an outsider – a refugee – whose own
preconceptions must be put temporarily to one side if the context of
what follows is to be understood. I myself have struggled with this.
Historians can be just as prejudiced as anyone else, and in the
following pages I have tried to be honest about some of my own
preconceived ideas and beliefs. Once or twice, as in the chapter on
postwar European nationalism, I have taken the di�cult decision to
put my own fears and longings under the spotlight. I would urge the
reader occasionally to do the same.

A historian is also a kind of refugee: if the past is another country,
it is one to which he or she can never return, no matter how
enthusiastic his or her e�orts to recreate it. I embarked upon this



book knowing that it could only ever be a blurred representation of
the bright new world that emerged from the ashes of 1945, which in
any case was always too vast to be contained comfortably between
the covers of a single volume. I can only hope that the fragments I
have found and glued together will inspire readers to explore
further, and �ll in some of the wider cracks and omissions for
themselves.

But then, in many respects, this book is not really about the past
at all. It is about why our cities look the way they do today, why
our communities are becoming so diverse, and why our technologies
have developed in the way that they have. It is about why nobody
believes in Utopia any more, why we champion human rights even
as we undermine them, and why there is such despair over the
possibilities of ever reforming our economic system. It is about why
our e�orts at world peace are so punctuated by violence, and why
our countless quarrels and civil con�icts still have not been resolved
despite decades of politicking and diplomacy. All of these issues and
more �ll our newspapers on a daily basis, and have their roots in
the Second World War.

Above all else, this book is about the eternal con�ict between our
desire on the one hand to unite with our neighbours and allies, and
our desire on the other to keep ourselves separate – a con�ict that
was played out on a worldwide scale in the aftermath of the Second
World War and which continues to inform our personal and
communal relationships today. Our nature, but also our history,
keeps us in an ambiguous space that is neither entirely inside nor
entirely outside our communities. Like Georgina Sand, none of us
can truly say that we belong.



PART I

Myths and Legends



1. The End of the World

On the morning of 6 August 1945, a Japanese lecturer named Ogura
Toyofumi was making his way into the city of Hiroshima when he
witnessed a sight that would change history. About four kilometres
away, over the centre of town, he saw a blinding �ash of light: it
was bluish white, like the light from a photographer’s magnesium
�ash, but on such a scale that it seemed to have split the sky open.
In astonishment, he threw himself down on the ground and
watched. The �ash was followed by a huge column of red �ame and
smoke, ‘like lava from a volcano that had erupted in midair’, rising
miles into the sky.

The sight was as beautiful as it was terrifying. ‘I don’t know how
to describe it. A massive cloud column defying all description
appeared, boiling violently and seething upward. It was so big it
blotted out much of the blue sky. Then the top of it began to spill
down, like the breakup of some vast thundercloud, and the whole
thing started to seep out and spread to the sides … Its shape was
constantly changing and its colours were kaleidoscopic. Here and
there it glittered with some small explosions.’

Never having seen anything like this before, he imagined himself
for a moment in the presence of some divine event: the pillar of �re
seen by Moses in the Old Testament, perhaps, or a manifestation of
the Buddhist shumisen cosmos. But as religious and mythical images
passed rapidly through his mind, he realized that none of them
came close to the awesome sight that was unfolding before him.
‘The unsophisticated concepts and fantasies dreamed up by the
ancients were useless to describe this horrible pageant of clouds and
lights staged in the �rmament.’1



Moments later Ogura was hit by the atomic blast, which he
weathered by pressing himself �at to the ground. All around him he
could hear ‘tremendous ripping, slamming and crashing sounds as
houses and buildings were torn apart’. He also thought he could
hear screams, although afterwards he was never sure if these had
been real or were just products of his imagination.

By the time Ogura was able to rise to his feet again, just a few
moments later, his environment had been utterly transformed.
Where once there had been a thriving city – the seventh largest in
Japan – there was now suddenly nothing but rubble, skeletons of
houses, blackened ruins. In a state of shock he climbed to the top of
a nearby hill to survey the damage, before heading o� into the city
centre to get a closer look.

What he saw astonished him. ‘Hiroshima had ceased to exist … I
couldn’t believe it. All around me was a vast sea of smoking rubble
and debris, with a few concrete buildings rising here and there like
pale tombstones, many of them shrouded in smoke. That’s all there
was, as far as the eye could see … There was no di�erence at all
between the distant view and the scene close-up … No matter how
far I walked, the sea of ruins stretching back on both sides of the
road still burned and smoked … I had expected to see a great deal
of devastation, but I was dumbfounded to see that the area had been
completely obliterated.’2

Ogura’s description of Hiroshima was one of the �rst to be
published in Japan. Written in the form of a series of letters to his
wife, who had been killed in the blast, it is an attempt to understand
how the author’s home town was transformed instantaneously from
a world of the living into a world of the dead. It is �lled with hellish
scenes of grotesquely deformed corpses and survivors so horri�cally
injured that they are barely recognizable as human beings. There
are regular references to the ‘inferno’, to the ‘Buddhist versions of
hell’ and to the ‘�ery end of Sodom and Gomorrah’. In the �nal
pages there is even mention of a typhoon that hit Hiroshima a
month after the war was over, which reminded the author of ‘the
Flood of Noah’s time’. The implication is that what Ogura had



experienced was not merely the destruction of a single city, but
something akin to Armageddon itself, as the English title of his
book, Letters from the End of the World, testi�es.3

Such apocalyptic visions were common amongst Hiroshima
survivors. The novelist Ota Yoko, who wrote another of the earliest
accounts of the bombing, could �nd no other reasonable
explanation for the speed with which everything had been
vaporized: ‘I just could not understand why our surroundings had
changed so greatly in one instant … I thought it might have been
something which had nothing to do with the war, the collapse of the
earth which it was said would take place at the end of the world,
and which I had read about as a child.’





Ogura Toyofumi and his family. This was the last photograph of the family all together:
Ogura’s wife would die of radiation sickness two weeks after the bomb destroyed
Hiroshima.

Like Ogura, she groped for supernatural causes, wondering if the
whole of the war were not a kind of ‘cosmic phenomenon’ brought
about by some vast phantasm intent on destroying the world.4

Thousands of other survivors also believed, for a while at least,
that what they were witnessing was the end of days. Any researcher
making a detailed study of eyewitness accounts from Hiroshima will
come across the same phrases again and again: ‘scenes from hell’, ‘a
living hell’, ‘hell on earth’, ‘the world of the dead’, ‘it felt like the
sun had fallen out of the sky’, ‘I had a terrible lonely feeling that
everybody else in the world was dead’. Some survivors are still
unable to reconcile what they saw that day with the world as it had
been before the bombing, or indeed with the world as it has since
become: it is as if they had witnessed something in an alternative
reality entirely unrelated to our own. ‘Looking back to that day,’
wrote one survivor forty years later, ‘I feel that it was not a human
world, and that what I saw was the hell of another world.’5

Such thoughts echo the experiences of countless other witnesses to
countless other events during the Second World War across the
globe. Horri�c though the experience of Hiroshima was, it was still
only a single event in a worldwide con�ict that had already been
taking place for many years. As the Vatican newspaper,
L’Osservatore Romano, made clear on the day after Hiroshima, there
was something terrifyingly familiar about the atomic bomb: it was
just the �nal episode in a war that seemed to have no end to its
‘apocalyptic surprises’.6 Even some of those who experienced the
atomic bomb were forced to admit that it was merely the ‘ugly after-
echo of a war that had already ended’. In her memoir, Ota Yoko
conceded that what she had experienced was only the symptom of
something much greater, and much more horri�c: a single
catastrophe in a never-ending chain of ‘su�ocating, apocalyptic
horror’.7



The experiences of civilians in Germany were similar to those in
Japan. Germany was never subjected to the atomic bomb, but its
cities, even more than Japan’s, su�ered years of conventional
bombing that was no less catastrophic. Hamburg, for example, was
virtually wiped from the face of the map in 1943 when a
combination of high explosives and incendiary bombs caused a
�restorm to engulf the city. In the days after the bombing, the
novelist Hans Erich Nossack described his return to Hamburg as a
‘descent into the underworld’. His book about the experience was
entitled, succinctly, Der Untergang (‘The End’).8

By the end of the war, apocalyptic imagery, particularly biblical
imagery, was omnipresent: Dresden, like Hiroshima, was consumed
by a ‘biblical pillar of �re’; Munich looked like the scene of the ‘Last
Judgement’; Dusseldorf was ‘not even a ghost’.9 The authorities in
Krefeld referred to their bomb shelters as ‘Noah’s Ark’ – the
implication being that the few who found refuge there would be
saved from an apocalypse that would inexorably consume the rest of
the world.10 The same imagery appears with virtually every city
destroyed during the war. Stalingrad was ‘the city of the dead’.11

Warsaw was a ‘city of vampires’, so badly destroyed that ‘it seemed
as if the world had fallen apart’.12 The liberation of Manila in the
Philippines was ‘Just shells and bombs and shrapnels … we thought
it was the end of the world!’13

People used such language because they could �nd no other way
to express the magnitude of the trauma they had experienced. Many
of those who wrote memoirs of the war, even professional writers,
lament the inadequacy of ordinary language to describe the
experience of such total loss. They know that the word ‘hell’ is a
cliché, but can �nd no alternative.14

It was not only individuals who reacted to the war in this way:
communal reactions were equally uncomprehending. The
newspapers of 1944 and 1945 regularly portrayed the war as
something so all-encompassing, and so unprecedented, that it
seemed to have destroyed the prewar world entirely. A particularly



good example appeared in The New York Times Magazine in March
1945. Their correspondent Cyrus Sulzberger declared Europe to be
the new ‘dark continent’, before painting a picture of unprecedented
destruction ‘which no American can hope to comprehend’. The
language used in his article was remarkably similar to that used by
Ogura Toyofumi to describe Hiroshima after the atom bomb. In an
astonishingly short time, according to Sulzberger, the civilized
Europe that he had known before the war had simply ceased to
exist. In its place was a new, alien landscape of moral and physical
devastation, where the everyday experience of ordinary people was
one of ‘battle, civil war, imprisonment, famine or disease’. Markets
did ‘not exist in large areas’. The continent’s youth had been
indoctrinated with ideas ‘which biblical philosophers would have
associated with Antichrist’. After the wholesale genocide of the war
years there was ‘not yet any way of knowing just how many
Europeans have slaughtered each other’. In short, Europe resembled
‘a Luca Signorelli Day of Judgment fresco’, and the entire continent,
from its centre to its periphery, had been �lled with ‘all the horrors
envisioned centuries before in the Book of Revelation’.15

As with Ogura Toyofumi’s description of Hiroshima, Sulzberger’s
article was replete with biblical and apocalyptic imagery – indeed, it
was illustrated with a half-page drawing of the Four Horsemen of
the Apocalypse. Other newspapers around the world did likewise, as
did institutions and governments. They reacted in this way because,
much like the individuals who were caught up in the worst episodes
of the war, they were incapable of expressing, or even
understanding, events on this scale.

After 1945 a wide variety of national and international
institutions compiled studies on the physical, economic and human
damage caused by the war, but the statistics they produced made no
sense on a human level. The devastation was presented as a series of
snapshots: Berlin was 33 per cent destroyed, Tokyo was 65 per cent
destroyed, Warsaw was 93 per cent destroyed; France lost more
than three-quarters of its railway trains, Greece lost two-thirds of its
shipping, the Philippines lost at least two-thirds of its schools and so



on, city after city, country after country, like items on some baleful
inventory.16 In an attempt to engage our imagination, government
statisticians tried to break the numbers down into manageable
chunks: we were told that the bombing of Dresden produced 42.8
cubic metres of rubble for every surviving inhabitant, and that the
$1.6 trillion spent on the war represented $640 for every man,
woman and child on the planet. But what this meant in reality –
what the totality of the physical and economic devastation was
really like – was always beyond imagining.17

The same was true of the scale of the killing, which has never
been properly quanti�ed: some historians guess a �gure of around
50 million while others suggest 60 or 70 million, but nobody
pretends that they really know.18 In a sense the absolute numbers do
not really matter – 50 million or 70 million or 500 million, it all
sounds like the end of the world. Human beings do not – cannot –
understand such numbers objectively. Much like Ogura, or any of
the other millions of people who experienced the trauma of the
Second World War, we reach for absolutes in an attempt to express
the inexpressible.

As a consequence, much of the terminology used to describe the
war still has a portentous quality today. The word ‘holocaust’, for
example, originally meant the burning of a sacri�ce until it was
entirely consumed by �re: to many people today the term is
understood not as a metaphor but as a literal description of what
happened to European Jewry during the Second World War (an
impression that is only enhanced by references to Jews being sent
‘to the ovens’, ‘to the crematoria’, or being turned into ‘ashes’).19

Likewise the term ‘total war’, famously coined by the German
propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, is pregnant with ominous
promise: it implies an inexorable process towards ‘total devastation’
and ‘total death’.20 Historians today regularly write about the war in
these terms: indeed, one internationally bestselling historian entitled
his book about the �nal months of the war Armageddon.21

Documentary �lm-makers do likewise: a ground-breaking French
series on the Second World War, for example, which was aired



around the world, bore the title Apocalypse.22 The Second World War
was ‘the greatest catastrophe in human history’, the ‘world-historical
global cataclysm’, the ‘greatest man-made disaster in history’ – to
quote three bestselling historians.23 In the words of Russian
President Vladimir Putin it was a ‘burning storm’ that ‘ravaged not
only through Europe, but also through Asian and African nations’.24

According to China’s President Hu Jintao, it brought ‘an untold
disaster to the world and an unparalleled catastrophe to human
civilization’.25 The impression conveyed by such statements is not
the traditional message that ‘the end of the world is nigh’, but that,
on the contrary, the end of the world has already happened.

Of course, objectively speaking, the world did not end. Large areas
of the globe experienced no destruction at all, including the whole
of mainland North America as well as Central and South America.
The vast bulk of sub-Saharan Africa also remained physically
untouched, and although Australians were shocked by the bombing
of Darwin in 1942, the rest of their continent experienced almost
nothing at all of the war’s devastation. Large parts of Europe and
east Asia, where the con�ict was at its most intense, remained
steadfastly undestroyed. A large proportion of Germany’s small
towns and villages remained havens of peace right up until the end
of the war, despite the comprehensive desolation of its cities. Even
the likes of Dresden, the ruins of which postwar planners believed
would take ‘at least seventy years’ to rebuild, were patched up and
functioning again within just a few years of the armistice.26

The loss of life, though horri�c, did not constitute an end of the
world either. Despite Nazi boasts of a ‘�nal solution’ to the Jewish
question, even the most pessimistic estimates of Jewish mortality
show that they failed: at least a third of Europe’s Jews would live to
remember the crimes that were committed against their families.27 A
cold look at the statistics shows that other races and nationalities
fared proportionally better. About one in every eleven German
people lost their lives during the war, one in twenty-�ve Japanese,
one in thirty Chinese, one in eighty Frenchmen, around one in 160



British people and less than one in three hundred Americans. On a
global scale, the Second World War certainly put a sizeable dent in
the world’s population, but it was still only a dent: 70 million deaths
represents about 3 per cent of the world’s prewar population – a
sickening thought, certainly, but still not Armageddon.28

Why, then, do we persist in characterizing the war in this way? It
is true that the idea of the end of the world has a symbolic and
emotional resonance that no mere statistics can replicate. And it is
also true that some parts of the world still, even now, have not come
to terms with the trauma they experienced during those catastrophic
years. But the fact that images of the apocalypse continue to be so
popular, and so widespread, suggests that there is also something
else going on, that there is in fact something comforting about the
thought that in wartime life as it was known came to such a violent
end.

There are two explanations for this. Firstly, as the coming
chapters will show, the myth of apocalypse does not exist in
isolation: it is merely one part of a network of mythology which also
allows other, more hopeful myths to thrive. In particular, it allows
us to believe that the old, rotten prewar system was entirely purged,
leaving a blank slate for us to rebuild a new, purer, happier world.
There is nothing more comforting than the belief that we have
created our own universe, untainted by the failed ideas of our
predecessors that led us to war in the �rst place. It allows us to
believe that we, wiser than they, will not repeat their mistakes.

But there is also a darker explanation, less pleasant to
contemplate. According to Freud, man’s urges towards destruction
and self-destruction are every bit as primal as his urges to live and
to create.29 The wartime delight in annihilation – the more total, the
more satisfying – is well documented, especially with regards to the
uncompromising directives given by some of the Nazi leaders.30 But
this delight was not something exclusive to those we have come to
think of as monsters, it is something that was also felt by the war’s
heroes. When the head of the atom bomb project at Los Alamos,
Robert Oppenheimer, witnessed the �rst A-bomb test, he was so



impressed with the power he now held that he uttered the words of
the Hindu god Vishnu in the Bhagavad Gita: ‘I am become death, the
destroyer of worlds.’ Whenever he repeated these words in later
years he always did so with great solemnity, but at the time of the
explosion he is reputed to have accompanied them with a strut, like
Gary Cooper in the Hollywood western High Noon.31 There is such a
delight in destruction, and the sense of raw power that it bestows,
that sometimes even the victims of that destruction can be seduced
by its intoxicating e�ects. In his description of the bombing of
Hamburg, Hans Erich Nossack admitted to willing the bombers on,
eager to see the total destruction of his city despite his simultaneous
horror of it.32 The exaggerations that came after the bombing, where
survivors spread rumours of up to 300,000 deaths in the city (the
actual �gure was about 45,000), were not only an attempt to
express the enormity of what the people of Hamburg had been
through, but also an attempt to participate in its power.33

If we look again at Ogura Toyofumi’s description of the
devastation of Hiroshima we can see hints of similar emotions.
Ogura not only documents his shock at witnessing the power of the
atom bomb, but also his perverse fascination with its terrible
beauty, its immensity and the ‘kaleidoscopic colours’ that ‘glittered’
in its mushroom cloud.34 He describes it as a divine event, almost
holy in its signi�cance. After the initial experience of the atomic
�ash, and the ensuing blast, he felt compelled to walk into the
centre of the city, to experience for himself the full extent of the
power of what he had seen, almost as if he wanted to take part in it.
There is a sense of reluctant satisfaction, almost of pride, in his
announcement nine months later that the destruction he had
witnessed was ‘the greatest of its kind that man had ever
experienced’.35

I sometimes wonder if our perpetual fascination with the
destruction of the Second World War does not also stem, at least
partly, from our own subconscious wish to take part in the end of
the world. When we indulge in myths of Armageddon, do we not
also have a taste of what it means to destroy? I suspect that, like



Ogura, we are fascinated by this feeling, even while we are also
repelled by it; but unlike Ogura, most of us in the twenty-�rst
century are not constrained by immediate and personal loss.
Perhaps this is why we want the destruction to be bigger, more
beautiful, more total – not because it explains anything more
clearly, but because it gives us a taste of the divine.

Our need to describe the war in divine terms remains almost as
strong today as it was in the 1940s, but our reasons for doing so
have changed. What was once an understandable reaction to vast
and inhuman events has since become an unconscious method of
satisfying other, more disturbing urges, some of which have little to
do with the war at all.

As we shall see in the coming chapters, this urge to clutch at
absolutes is a recurring theme in all our dominant myths of the
Second World War. And its e�ects – on the way we see ourselves, as
well as on our relationships with one another – have often been
quite profound. The ‘end of the world’ was not only a self-contained
‘event’. It was also an idea that provided the perfect context for a
plethora of other myths to take root.



2. Heroes

The Second World War was an age not only of catastrophes but also
of heroes. One man who knows what it is like to be celebrated as a
war hero is a former infantryman with the US 232nd Regiment
named Leonard Creo, and his story demonstrates just how powerful,
and just how hollow, such celebrations can be.

For Creo, the Second World War had many beginnings.1 As a
teenager in New York he was aware of the turmoil that suddenly
engulfed Europe in 1939 and 1940: he used to follow the news with
great excitement, ‘like it was a football game’. It became more
personal at the end of 1941 when the Japanese bombed Pearl
Harbor and the USA was dragged into the war. Three months later,
at the age of nineteen, he volunteered for the army: he started out in
the artillery, then retrained as a signaller before training once again
as a ri�eman in the 42nd Infantry Division. But it was not until
1944 that he �nally found himself on a troop ship bound for
Europe, and his war began for real.

Creo �rst set foot in France at the end of that year. His unit was
sent ahead of the rest of the division to help guard the city of
Strasbourg, on the front line between France and Germany. The city
was not at all secure. So many American troops had been sucked
into other battles further north that this part of the front was only
thinly defended, and Creo often found himself patrolling the line or
guarding short stretches of the River Rhine more or less alone.

One day in January 1945, the Germans mounted an attack across
the river. What happened next is a blur in his mind. He ran from
one position to another to avoid being killed. He �red his bazooka
at the enemy troops. He doesn’t remember getting scared, just



excited – ‘I was happy as hell!’ But then he was hit by a bullet in the
side, and caught in an explosion from a German shell which
peppered his leg with shrapnel. ‘And that was the end of my war.’

There followed a series of other endings. Creo was patched up and
sent home to the USA to recover from his wounds. Despite being
badly disabled, he was not released from the army but kept on in
case he could be used in a back-up role following recuperation. He
celebrated VE Day in Long Island, but not too enthusiastically
because he knew that this too was not really the end: Japan still had
to be defeated. He celebrated the dropping of the atom bomb with
more enthusiasm, as well as VJ Day, because these were more
emphatic endings. But he was not �nally discharged until October
1945.

The atmosphere that surrounded these various endings to the war
was utterly transformative. When the divisional commander heard
about Creo’s exploits in Strasbourg, he awarded him a bronze star.
The citation spoke of Creo’s ‘indomitable courage’, and how he had
‘single-handedly’ prevented enemy forces from crossing the river ‘in
the face of murderous machine-gun and artillery �re’. It was enough
to make any man proud of himself.2

Meanwhile, almost all returning GIs were treated as heroes in
America. Their e�orts on behalf of their country were o�cially
recognized in the G. I. Bill, which granted them a host of bene�ts,
such as low-interest mortgages, free access to higher education and
a guaranteed income of $20 a week for a year if they could not �nd
a job. Creo eventually made use of these provisions by going to
study art at university – something that would have been
unthinkable before the war. After college he also used his generous
disability payments to support himself while he established himself
as an artist – a career that he would follow for the rest of his life.
Things certainly looked good for men like Creo after the war.

This attitude of respect towards veterans, both formal and
informal, has followed him throughout his life. Creo has often been
called a hero – sometimes in generic terms, but sometimes with
speci�c reference to his war record and his medal. It is a label he



once found gratifying, but which gradually became an
embarrassment. When he thinks back to that day in Strasbourg, he
realizes that some of the speci�c details in his citation are not
accurate, and that, in any case, there was probably nothing special
about what he did. ‘This is what any ordinary guy would do in the
circumstances. If you didn’t run away, you did that.’ Furthermore,
‘At the end of the war they decided that every infantryman who saw
active combat deserved a bronze star, so I got an oak leaf cluster. So
that means I got two [medals]. One of which is worthless, and the
second doesn’t mean anything.’

Today, he �nds the automatic reverence that is given to Second
World War veterans ‘uncomfortable’ and ‘absurd’. He never attends
commemorations of the war, because he can’t bear the culture of
turning every cook and clerk into a hero just by virtue of his age
and his uniform. ‘We’re seeing more and more adulation every day
that passes, because we’re getting fewer and fewer. Pretty soon
they’ll see who’s the last one, just as they did with World War One.
And they’ll put it all on one little guy, who could have been a clerk
up in Company A or something.’



Leonard Creo in 2017, wearing his old US Army uniform.

The Second World War changed Creo’s life. It was his involvement
in the war that allowed him to take advantage of the G.I. Bill, study,
become an artist: he now has paintings in the permanent collections
of museums and universities across America. The injuries he
sustained during the war prompted him to take up walking – �rst
for the purpose of rehabilitation, but later as a sport. He is today a
champion race walker, and has set world records for his age group
in veterans’ races. It was the war that �rst took him abroad: he now
speaks three languages, has travelled all over the world and has
spent long periods living in Mexico, Italy, Spain, France and now
Britain. None of these things would have happened without the
Second World War. When I interviewed him he was quite emphatic



on this point. ‘It changed my life in just about every way possible,’
he said. ‘Everything that’s ever happened to me is from the war.’

There is only one other point that he makes with quite as much
emphasis. ‘I am not a hero. And if I say that, you’ve got to believe
me.’

Leonard Creo’s story re�ects a deep-rooted problem in the way that
the world – and particularly the victorious nations – remembers the
Second World War. Creo did not choose to become a hero, it was a
label foisted upon him, one that seems to have grown and developed
over the years quite independently of Creo himself. As he
understands better than most, the actual events of the war and how
we remember those events are two very di�erent things, and the
ever-widening discrepancy makes him very uncomfortable.

Most of our images of the Second World War’s heroes date from
1944 and 1945 – the years when nation after nation was liberated,
and when the Allies gradually emerged victorious. Probably the
most famous image of the war – and indeed, one of the iconic
images of the entire century – is Alfred Eisenstaedt’s photograph of
a sailor kissing a nurse in New York’s Times Square on VJ Day. This
single picture contains all the elements of the Allied myth of the end
of the war. It is a moment of unbridled joy. It is a moment of unity
in celebration. The focus of the picture is of two people in uniform –
who are thus representative of the country they serve – and as
neither of their faces is visible they are also everyman and
everywoman. But most importantly they represent a fairy tale: the
hero, who has vanquished a monster, returning home to get the girl.
If the Second World War were a Hollywood movie, this is exactly
how we would choose to end it.

The British and American press often featured similar stories of
male heroes being kissed or otherwise worshipped by women during
and after the war. The American army newspaper, Stars and Stripes,
showed regular photographs of European women kissing their
liberators, or dancing with them, or merely gazing at them
ecstatically. Life magazine did likewise. Britain’s Daily Express gladly



portrayed France during the liberation as a nation �lled with
damsels in distress, ‘springing at the soldiers to put their arms
around them and say: “Oh, we have waited so long, so impatiently.”
‘3

This was not mere propaganda: it re�ected the experience of
many ordinary British and American soldiers, who were often
overwhelmed by the outpourings of gratitude they experienced.
Local populations showered them with �owers, food and wine, and
women of all ages turned out to bestow kisses. One British captain
remembers being served a four-course meal on beautiful china
plates, while sitting in his jeep, although ‘unfortunately the column
moved on just as I was getting to the liqueurs’.4 Another remembers
being lifted o� his feet by a ‘huge woman’ who hugged him, kissed
him, and �nally danced with him in the middle of the road: ‘My
feet, I swear, never touched the ground.’5

Sometimes the passion of the crowd, and particularly of the
women in the crowd, was like some kind of erotic frenzy: indeed,
one historian has described it as a 1940s version of Beatlemania.6
But for most people the liberation was predominantly a spiritual
rather than an erotic event. The Australian war reporter Alan
Moorehead described the ‘hysteria’ he witnessed during the
liberation of Paris as a kind of patriotic fervour: ‘Women were
lifting their babies to be kissed. Old men were embracing. Others
were sitting weeping in the gutters. Others again just standing and
crying aloud with joy.’7

During the liberation of the Netherlands one young woman
remembered her �rst sight of an Allied soldier almost as a religious
experience. Maria Haayen was living in The Hague when the
Canadians arrived in their tanks: ‘All the blood drained from my
body, and I thought: there comes our liberation. And as the tank came
nearer, I lost my breath and the soldier stood up – he was like a
saint.’8 Similarly, a Dutch man recalled that it ‘was a privilege even
to touch the sleeve of a Canadian uniform. Each Canadian private
was a Christ, a saviour’.9 Even hardened prisoners of war could
respond to their liberation with a kind of spiritual ecstasy. One



former captive in the German prison at Colditz described the
moment when an American soldier entered the courtyard and
announced that the prisoners were free:

Suddenly, a mob was rushing towards him, shouting and cheering and struggling
madly to reach him, to make sure that he was alive, to touch him and from the
touch to know again the miracle of living … They welled up like gushing springs,
they over�owed, they burst their banks, they tumbled unhindered and uncontrolled.
Frenchmen with tears streaming down their faces kissed each other on both cheeks –
the salute of brothers. They kissed the G.I., they kissed everyone within range …
Man was at his �nest amidst the grandeur of this moment of liberation. A noble
symphony arranged by the Great Composer had reached its thunderous �nale and,
as the last triumphal chord swelled into the Hymn of Nations, man looked into the
face of his Creator turned towards him, a vision of tenderness, mirrored for an
instant by the purity of his own unrepressed torrent of joy and thankfulness. At such
a moment, mountains move at the behest of man, he has such power in the sight of
God.10

The focus of this mystical experience – the bringer of this divine
message of ‘the miracle of living’ – is the single American soldier
who entered the castle courtyard on that day. As a representative of
the victorious Allies he is a hero; more than that, he is a messiah.

In the years since 1945, Britain and America have often succumbed
to the temptation to take all of this at face value. One of the most
potent legacies of the Second World War is the way that the Allies
have cultivated an idea of themselves as ‘Freedom’s warriors’, the
people who fought ‘the Good War’ or even, most famously, ‘the
greatest generation any society has ever produced’.11

Group analysts have long noted the tendency of national groups
to proclaim themselves the greatest, or the fairest, or the best, often
to a degree that would seem megalomaniacal in an individual.12

Even so, the Second World War has allowed the victorious nations
to take this tendency to new heights. On the �ftieth anniversary of
VE Day, America’s President Bill Clinton proclaimed that each and
every American who served in war deserved our undying adulation:



‘no matter their rank, every soldier, airman, marine, sailor, every
merchant marine, every nurse, every doctor was a hero’. Not only
that, but also, ‘Millions were heroes here on the home front.’ These
millions upon millions of heroes had not merely won a war, they
had ‘saved the world’; and later, through their continued heroism,
they ‘brought half a century of security and prosperity to the West’,
and even ‘brought our former enemies back to life’.13

It is easy to �nd instances of Americans – both Democrat and
Republican – aggrandizing themselves and their wartime
generations. What is perhaps more interesting is the fact that, when
it comes to the Second World War, so many other nationalities
continue to feel honour-bound to agree with them. On the sixtieth
anniversary of D-Day, France’s President Jacques Chirac not only
thanked the Americans for liberating his country in 1944 – as
indeed was right and proper of him – but also went on to proclaim
them ‘legendary heroes’ who had ‘reshaped the course of history’,
‘conferred a new stature on mankind’ and even ‘raised the human
conscience onto a higher plane’. Even after all these decades, the
simple American GI was still being proclaimed a messiah.14

The problem with this heroic ideal, as veterans like Leonard Creo
recognize, is that it is completely impossible to live up to. The Allies
might have produced their fair share of stereotypically brave and
sel�ess men, but millions also took part in the war without ever
having their bravery seriously tested. Cooks and clerks deserve as
much respect as the next man – but do they deserve the title ‘hero’?
And what about those men who were tested in battle, but who were
pushed beyond their breaking point? In the European theatre alone
around 150,000 British and American soldiers deserted their posts,
and over 100,000 had to be treated for nervous disorders because
they were unable to cope with the stress of combat.15 These men
were certainly not ‘legendary heroes’, but if they are to be excluded
from that title, so liberally bestowed upon the other Allied soldiers,
what does it make them? Surely those of us who have never faced
the prospect of a violent death have no right to pass judgement.



If Allied soldiers were not uniformly brave, neither were they
uniformly ‘noble’ or ‘gallant’. In Normandy, Allied soldiers routinely
broke into civilian houses, destroyed property in search of loot,
intimidated the local population and stole valuables. One woman in
Colombières claimed that the Canadian troops who liberated the
village also subjected it to an ‘onslaught’ of looting and vandalism:
‘the men stole, pillaged, sacked everything … They snatched
clothing, boots, provisions, even money from our strong box. My
father was unable to stop them. The furniture disappeared; they
even stole my sewing machine.’16 One British artillery o�cer was
appalled after witnessing the wanton destruction of a Norman
farmer’s house by his fellow soldiers: ‘Three hundred Germans,
apparently, had lived hereabouts and respected the owner’s
property, livestock and goods. How would he on his return react to
this outrage except to curse his liberators?’17 By all accounts,
American soldiers behaved just as badly, if not worse. According to
French and Belgian police �les, in the wake of the liberation the
overwhelming majority of Allied assaults, thefts and instances of
public drunkenness were committed by GIs.18

If the women of western Europe were expecting the Allies to be
chivalrous heroes, what they sometimes got was an army of battle-
hardened and sexually frustrated young men, most of them barely
out of their teens. The US Army alone stands accused of raping as
many as 17,000 women in North Africa and Europe between 1942
and 1945.19 While this is a fraction of the hundreds of thousands of
women raped by Soviet soldiers in the eastern half of the continent,
it is still a long way from the popular legend of the Americans as
‘knights in shining armour’.20 The British were not much better.
According to Yvette Levy, a French Jew who was liberated from a
labour camp in Czechoslovakia, ‘The Tommies behaved just as badly
as the Russians. A man in uniform loses all his dignity. The English
soldiers said they would give us food only if we slept with them. We
all had dysentery, we were sick, dirty … and here was the welcome
we got! I don’t know what these men thought of us – they must
have taken us for wild animals.’21



If the Allies were sometimes badly behaved in Europe, their
behaviour in Asia and the Paci�c was sometimes atrocious.22 The
Asian civilian population were certainly not always glad to see
them. For many people in Burma, Malaya and Singapore, the return
of the British was just as unwelcome as the return of the Soviets had
been in eastern Europe: some regarded it as merely one colonial
occupier replacing another. The price of liberation was also
sometimes considered far too high. The retaking of Manila, for
example, might have cost the lives of 1,000 US soldiers and around
16,000 Japanese soldiers – but it also killed anything up to 100,000
Filipinos.23 ‘I spat on the very �rst American soldier I saw,’ claimed
one Manila woman afterwards. ‘Damn you, I thought. There’s
nobody here but us Filipino civilians, and you did your best to kill
us.’24

There are thousands upon thousands of similar stories of
resentment and anger towards the Allies – indeed, it would be quite
a simple matter to construct a history of the liberation in which the
Allies appear not as saints, but as monsters. The point here is not to
belittle either the achievements of the Allies or the fundamental
goodness of their intentions, merely to puncture the myth that they
were somehow perfect. This might seem a rather obvious point; but
the emotional framework that surrounds our popular understanding
of the war does not always allow for such nuance. We want to
believe that our heroes were �awless, even today. We all
instinctively bristle against any suggestion that they might also have
been sel�sh, bungling, ignorant, chauvinist, occasionally brutal – in
short, human. In the �nal account, the Allied soldiers who fought
and won the Second World War were neither heroes nor monsters,
but ordinary men like Leonard Creo.

The illusion of Allied perfection during the Second World War has
had profound e�ects on the postwar world. Having told themselves
that they had been involved in a ‘good war’, the British and
Americans have been searching for a new good war ever since. That
is not to say that they have consciously gone out looking for trouble,



but rather that when they have found themselves in trouble they
have shamelessly exploited their position as the good guys of history
to justify their cause.

Or perhaps that is too cynical: both countries have also often
found themselves dragged into con�icts that they never wanted to
be involved in, but which they have made their own out of a feeling
of responsibility towards the world. America in particular has often
been called on to act as the world’s policeman. When they step
forward to do their duty, Americans summon the courage to do so
by reminding themselves that, since they are heroes, they are
obliged to act as heroes.

Since 1945, virtually every war in which Britain and America
have become embroiled has been accompanied by invocations of
their Second World War heroism. After the Korean War broke out in
June 1950, President Truman repeatedly appealed to the memory of
1945 in his television addresses and speeches to Congress.25 Both
President Kennedy and President Johnson compared the ‘vigorous
young Americans’ who were �ghting in Vietnam to the ‘legion of
American heroes’ who fought in the Second World War.26 And in
1982, during the Falklands War, British journalists joined Margaret
Thatcher in comparing the heroism of the British task force to that
of earlier heroes who had ‘built the empire’ and ‘won the Second
World War’.27

There is nothing unique about this. Every nation, almost without
exception, exploits its past to justify its present. It is simply that
Britain and America, who see themselves as the greatest heroes of
the greatest war, have more to exploit than most.

A perfect example of how America in particular does this was
given by President Ronald Reagan in June 1984. On the fortieth
anniversary of D-Day, at a ceremony on the Normandy coast,
Reagan made a speech that was as much about the Cold War as it
was about the commemoration.

He began with a familiar, formulaic invocation of the myth of the
Second World War as a titanic battle between the forces of good and



the forces of evil:

We’re here to mark that day in history when the Allied armies joined in battle to
reclaim this continent to liberty. For four long years, much of Europe had been
under a terrible shadow. Free nations had fallen, Jews cried out in the camps,
millions cried out for liberation. Europe was enslaved, and the world prayed for its
rescue. Here in Normandy the rescue began. Here the Allies stood and fought
against tyranny in a giant undertaking unparalleled in human history.28

From this moment on he repeatedly painted an idealized,
mythical picture of the perfect Allied heroes: ‘These are the
champions who helped free a continent’, ‘These are the heroes who
helped end a war’, ‘everyone was brave that day’, ‘The men of
Normandy had faith that what they were doing was right, faith that
they fought for all humanity, faith that a just God would grant them
mercy on this beachhead or the next.’ The Allies, he claimed, were
motivated purely by ‘faith and belief’, by ‘loyalty and love’ and by
the knowledge ‘that God was an ally in this great cause’.

Midway through his speech, however, Reagan took a new
direction, as he turned to events that occurred after the war was
over. Unlike the Americans, ‘Soviet troops that came to the center of
this continent did not leave when peace came. They’re still there,
uninvited, unwanted, unyielding, almost forty years after the war.’
Because of this, American heroism was obliged to continue. While
the Soviets persisted in the ways of conquest, America would
continue to protect the freedom of Europe’s democracies: ‘We are
bound today by what bound us forty years ago, the same loyalties,
traditions and beliefs … We were with you then; we are with you
now.’

Listening to this speech, it would be easy to imagine that the
Second World War had never �nished. There is a direct and explicit
link between ‘then’ and ‘now’: the same forces of good are �ghting
the same forces of evil. Importantly, the enemy is not the Germans
or the Nazis, who are never once mentioned in the speech, but the
much more abstract forces of ‘tyranny’ – a term that can be applied



to both the Nazis and the Soviets. It is as if the mindset of June
1944 had somehow been frozen in time.

Fast forward another couple of decades and, despite some huge
historical shifts in the world, the rhetoric does not seem to have
changed. In 2001 America had a new enemy. After the 9/11 attacks
it launched a ‘war against terror’, starting with a military strike
against Afghanistan. In order to garner international support, when
President George W. Bush addressed the United Nations that
November he deliberately invoked parallels with wartime America:

In [the] Second World War, we learned there is no isolation from evil. We a�rmed
that some crimes are so terrible, they o�end humanity itself. And we resolved that
the aggressions and ambitions of the wicked must be opposed early, decisively, and
collectively, before they threaten us all. That evil has returned, and that cause is
renewed.29

A few weeks later he declared that ‘terrorists are the heirs to
fascism’ in a speech that directly compared 9/11 to the Japanese
bombing of Pearl Harbor.30

In the coming months Bush repeatedly made parallels between
the Second World War and the war against terror. He compared
America’s alliances to her Second World War alliances; he compared
the fortitude of the American people to their fortitude in the 1940s;
he even called his Secretary of State a modern-day version of the
wartime general George Marshall (and implied that he himself was a
modern-day Roosevelt).31 But perhaps it was his speech on Memorial
Day in 2002 that best demonstrated his attempts to portray his
modern war as an echo of the ‘good war’ of 1945. Bush chose not to
spend Memorial Day in the United States, as his predecessors always
had, but at the American war memorial in Normandy. In a speech
littered with religious stories and imagery, he reminded the world
that American soldiers ‘came to liberate, not to conquer’, that they
‘sacri�ced’ themselves ‘for the future of humanity’, and that they
came bearing ‘a light that scattered darkness’ from the world. While
this makes good rhetoric, it is unfair on American soldiers



themselves. In 2002, just as in 1945, they were still being forced
into an unrealistic role as messiahs in uniform.32

British and American politicians are by no means unique in their
constant claims to heroism, nor their constant harping back to the
Second World War. The Russians are often as bad, and President
Putin has been just as quick as President Bush to invoke the Russian
people’s wartime heroism (and indeed use it to justify his own war
on terror).33 Likewise, the Chinese proudly proclaim their own
‘heroic deeds’ in the ‘people’s war of resistance against Japanese
aggression’, but quietly draw a veil over the savagery of the civil
war that was taking place at the same time.34 Those European
countries that had signi�cant underground movements during the
war, such as the French, the Italians, the Dutch, the Norwegians or
the Poles, also exaggerate their heroism and play down the nature of
their resistance activities, which often involved violence, crime and
the use of targeted terror against their own people.35 The only
reason I have concentrated on the British and Americans in this
chapter is that these are the two nationalities whose Second World
War heroism remains largely untainted, even today. They are
perhaps the most interesting examples, because they are the ones
who have the most to lose. America is also the only ‘hero’ nation
that continues to wield power on a truly global scale: the
psychology of American heroism is therefore not an issue con�ned
to Americans, but a problem that a�ects us all.

And it is a problem. Heroes, no matter their nationality, can get so
caught up in their own idea of themselves that they become blind to
their own faults. Moreover, they are often quick to see faults in
others. The problem with heroes is that they will always need a
monster to �ght; and the more perfect the hero, the more
correspondingly threatening the monster must be.

This leads us to another of the potent myths that has been
bequeathed to us by the Second World War: 1945 not only gave us
our dominant psychological template for heroism, but also provided
us with a corresponding template for evil. These two archetypes are



so intimately entwined that it is often impossible to refer to one
without also referring to the other – but their e�ects on society are
quite distinct. The myth of the hero can sometimes be hollow. But
as I shall show next, the myth of the monster, and its impact on
society, can be downright toxic.



3. Monsters

According to psychoanalysts there is an intimate relationship
between heroes and demons. Nations rarely extol their own virtues
without contrasting them against the evils of outsiders. This is a
good way of projecting everything we do not like about ourselves
onto others, and it is also an excellent way to distract ourselves from
the di�culties and splits that exist amongst ourselves. We embrace
our enemies – both real and imagined – because they allow us to
focus all our negative feelings elsewhere. To paraphrase Freud,
whole nations can pull together in brotherly love, as long as they
have someone to hate.1

In wartime, the demonization of one’s enemies becomes an even
greater priority, because the need for social cohesion is greater.
There is nothing like an external threat to create what the British
still call the ‘Blitz spirit’. In any case, a nation is obliged to portray
its enemies as evil in order to justify going to war against them in
the �rst place. In addition it will call them evil in order to inspire its
people to do what they must: war is essentially the business of
killing, and it is much easier to kill one’s enemies when one believes
them to be monsters.

During the Second World War all sides demonized their enemies.
Studies of wartime propaganda show how strikingly similar this
demonization was, almost regardless of which country it came from.
At the very least, the ‘enemy’ – whomever that enemy might be –
was depicted as somehow warped, depraved or racially ‘inferior’.
Thus German and Italian propaganda often portrayed the Americans
as gangsters, negroes and Jews; the Japanese characterized the
British as callous imperialists who had enslaved south Asia; while



the Soviets were portrayed as a new incarnation of the Barbarian
hordes.2 Meanwhile, the Allies portrayed the Germans as godless,
emotionless killers, and thieves in the night, and the Japanese as the
‘yellow hordes of Asia’.3 All sides depicted their enemies as power-
hungry, duplicitous, exploitative, manipulative, violent,
psychopathic and particularly fond of attacking women and
children.4

More often the enemy was not given the courtesy of being human
at all – or if he was, then he was at best deformed or somehow
‘subhuman’. The Japanese routinely characterized the Chinese as
apes, rats or donkeys, and drew cartoons of them with claws, horns
or short, stubby tails. In return, Chinese propaganda routinely
characterized their Japanese invaders as ‘dwarves’ or devils.5 The
Nazis famously depicted Jews and Slavs as rats: in return they
themselves were depicted as various beasts, ranging from pigs to
rabid dogs, tigers, snakes, scorpions, cockroaches, mosquitoes and
even bacteria.6 Perhaps the most vicious anti-German propaganda
came from Soviet newspapers, which urged their soldiers to
exterminate Germans as if they were vermin. ‘We cannot live as
long as these grey-green slugs are alive,’ proclaimed the Red Army
newspaper in August 1942. ‘Today there is only one thought: Kill
the Germans. Kill them all and dig them into the earth. Then we can
go to sleep.’7

All sides dehumanized their enemies for precisely this purpose:
because it was easier to kill them if they were perceived as animals.
Thus the Japanese were described in American propaganda as a
‘plague’ whose ‘breeding grounds around the Tokyo area must be
completely annihilated’; while the Japanese replied with
exhortations to ‘Beat the Americans to Death!’8

In the most extreme cases, however, the enemy was depicted as
something altogether darker and more terrifying than mere
subhumans. Mythical beasts were conjured up: hydras, winged
demons, �ying skeletons, soulless robots, the Grim Reaper,
Frankenstein’s monster, the Horsemen of the Apocalypse.9 One of
the most common images, which was used by every side, was that of



the vampire. The cover of Collier’s magazine in the USA depicted the
Japanese air force as a vampire bat carrying bombs to Pearl Harbor,
while the cover of Manga in Japan showed President Roosevelt as a
green-faced, grasping monster with Dracula fangs.10 These images
were often not merely caricatures: they were meant to express a
very real fear. During the German occupation of the Netherlands, for
example, De Groene Amsterdammer printed a darkly disturbing
cartoon of a vampire with a gas mask for a face, sucking the
lifeblood out of the naked body of a Dutch patriot.

America produced similar images of the ‘yellow peril’: in one
famous cartoon from 1942, the Japanese prime minister, Hideki
Tojo, was depicted as an ape-like monster leaning over the body of
an American airman with blood dripping from his mouth.11

Looking back from the twenty-�rst century, there is something
truly frightening about such images. We now know all about the
atrocities that characterized the Second World War: the Holocaust,
the vast Nazi networks of slave labour throughout Europe, the use of
human beings for scienti�c experimentation or bayonet practice
and, perhaps most disturbingly, the way that some Japanese soldiers
in parts of Southeast Asia slaughtered prisoners of war in order to
eat their �esh. Armed with such hindsight, it is tempting to imagine
that much of the demonization, at least from the Allied side, was
entirely justi�ed. But we have to remember that the vast majority of
the images and diatribes quoted above were created before the worst
atrocities occurred, and certainly before they were widely known.
Demonization of the enemy was therefore not a reaction to atrocity,
but a precursor to it. Indeed, as countless sociological and
psychological studies show, it was one of the factors that made such
atrocities possible in the �rst place. We are rightly horri�ed when
we see how Nazi �lm-makers portrayed Jews as rats; but knowing
what we know now, we should be equally concerned at the way
Allied propaganda portrayed the Japanese as lice, or the Germans as
bacteria.12



L. J. Jordaan’s haunting depiction of the Nazi invasion of the Netherlands in 1940, as
printed in De Groene Amsterdammer.

Front-line soldiers frequently report a sense of reawakening to the
humanity of their enemy after the battle is won. Robert Rasmus, a
ri�eman with the US 106th Division, tells how he and his fellow
soldiers entered the Second World War with an absolute hatred of
Germans, before �nally coming face to face with some of their dead
in the spring of 1945.

It was sunshine and quiet. We were passing the Germans we killed. Looking at the
individual German dead, each took on a personality. These were no longer an
abstraction. These were no longer the Germans of the brutish faces and the helmets
we saw in the newsreels. They were exactly our age. These were boys like us.13



During the normal course of events, one might imagine a similar
process occurring on a societal level. Once Germany and Japan had
been defeated they would no longer have appeared quite so
threatening – the Allies might therefore have been able to
acknowledge their humanity once again. According to traditional
renderings of history this is exactly what happened: Germany and
Japan were ‘rehabilitated’, helped back to their feet, allowed to
become the ‘good pupils’ of the superpowers. In the words of US
President Bill Clinton, ‘we brought our former enemies back to
life’.14

Unfortunately, one of the most potent legacies of the Second
World War is the degree to which this rehumanization of the
‘enemy’ did not happen. If anything, in the immediate aftermath of
the war, when the realities of German and Japanese wartime
atrocities became widely known, attitudes towards the Allies’
enemies hardened. Cartoons of walking skeletons and piles of
corpses had been replaced with photographs and newsreels of the
real thing. Rumours and stories of isolated atrocities had been
replaced with hard evidence of the systematic abuse, torture and
extermination of millions upon millions of civilians – and what is
more, this was publicized across the globe by newspapers covering
the various war-crimes trials. Until 1945, some of the more extreme
cartoon images of the enemy might easily have been dismissed as
metaphors: after the war-crimes trials they no longer seemed
metaphorical at all.

The move to rehabilitate Germany and Japan therefore took place
against a background of many competing voices that demonized the
Allies’ wartime enemies like never before. If today we more readily
remember the calls for moderation it is only because it suits us to do
so: in fact, wartime hatreds lingered at an o�cial level for months
after the war. The American GIs who occupied southern Germany
were issued with pamphlets describing its civilians as ‘trapped rats’
who had ‘shared in the pro�ts of Germany’s inhumanity’.15

According to some Scandinavian historians, public hatred towards
the Germans endured for some twenty years.16 Many politicians of



the day were quite forthright about their feelings. ‘I do not want
ever to see the re-establishment of a Reich again,’ said President
Charles de Gaulle at the end of 1945.17 Prokop Drtina, the future
justice minister of Czechoslovakia, was fond of saying, ‘There are no
good Germans, only bad and even worse ones.’ Even clergymen
were prepared to pronounce the German race so ‘evil’ that ‘the
commandment to love thy neighbour … does not apply’.18

Throughout the Paci�c, attitudes towards the Japanese were
somewhat similar. In popular Filipino literature after the war, the
Japanese were almost always portrayed as ‘savage’, ‘bow-legged’,
‘slant-eyed’ rapists and conquerors, whose only role was that of the
villain. Such characterizations predominated right up into the
1960s, and have remained common ever since.19 Yukawa Morio,
Japan’s �rst postwar ambassador to the Philippines, recalls that
when he �rst arrived there in 1957, ‘although I had prepared, I was
so surprised at the depth of the bad feeling toward Japan’.20 In
Malaysia and Singapore, according to some sources, demonization
of the Japanese after the war was even stronger.21 Meanwhile, in
Korea, hatred of the Japanese was perhaps strongest of all: so toxic
were Korean attitudes towards Japan that when the two nations
�nally signed a treaty to normalize their diplomatic relations in
1965, after nearly fourteen years of negotiations, it caused
widespread rioting and members of the opposition party resigned
from the National Assembly in protest.22

In the years since 1945, anti-Japanese feeling in America, directly
inherited from the Second World War, has never been far from the
surface. After the rapid rise of Japan’s economic power in the 1960s
and 70s, all levels of American society returned to denigrating the
Japanese, or ‘Jap bashing’ as it became known. US senators in the
mid-1980s began to refer to the importation of Japanese cars as ‘an
economic Pearl Harbor’, while presidential hopefuls like Howard
Baker used the fortieth anniversary of the end of the war to
proclaim two ‘facts’: ‘First, we’re still at war with Japan. Second,
we’re losing.’ In 1985, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author Theodore
H. White wrote an article in The New York Times Magazine entitled



‘The Danger from Japan’, in which he warned that the Japanese
were using ‘martial’ trade practices to create a new version of their
wartime East-Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Such sentiments were
echoed across Asia and Australia in the 1980s.23

In China, an explosion of anti-Japanese sentiment is even more
recent, provoked by a massive resurgence of public memory about
the war. Tragic images of children brutalized during the Rape of
Nanjing have become ‘virtually ingrained on the Chinese collective
unconscious’ through their continual reuse in Chinese documentary
�lms, and the story of the massacre is repeated every few years in
ever more popular feature �lms.24 By 2013, Chinese television
companies were making over 200 programmes a year dramatizing
the 1937–45 war. In February 2014 the Chinese government
instituted two new national holidays: one to mark the anniversary of
the Nanjing massacre and the second to mark the anniversary of
Japan’s �nal surrender.25

Anti-German sentiment linked to the Second World War is also
still very much alive, particularly in Europe. In 2013 the
presidential election in the Czech Republic descended into racial
insults, with politicians and the press accusing one of the
candidates, Karel Schwarzenberg, of being too ‘German’ to deserve
election.26 In Greece, those who opposed EU austerity measures in
the wake of the 2008 �nancial crisis frequently burned swastikas at
demonstrations. In February 2012 the right-wing Greek newspaper
Dimokratia went so far as to print a front-page picture of the German
Chancellor, Angela Merkel, wearing a Nazi uniform, above an
astonishingly tasteless headline comparing Greece to Dachau
concentration camp.27 In August the same year, the Italian prime
minister, Silvio Berlusconi, ran a political campaign based on anti-
German sentiment, with frequent references to the Second World
War. One of his newspapers, Il Giornale, printed a front-page
photograph of Angela Merkel raising her hand in a gesture similar to
the Nazi salute, beneath the headline ‘Quarto Reich’.28

Many of these perceptions of Germans and Japanese have more to
do with contemporary politics than with the Second World War –



for example China’s anti-Japanese rhetoric has grown during their
territorial dispute over a group of islands in the East China Sea, and
many European nations are angry at Germany’s increasing political
and economic dominance inside the European Union. Nevertheless,
it is the Second World War that every nation instinctively reaches
for when looking for a template for modern demons.

In our collective imagination, the Nazis in particular have become
our standard template for evil. A worldwide succession of postwar
bogeymen have been compared to Hitler, including Egypt’s
President Nasser in the 1950s, Palestine’s Yasser Arafat in the
1970s, Argentina’s General Galtieri in the 1980s, and Iraq’s Saddam
Hussein and Serbia’s Slobodan Milošević: in the 1990s.29 Political
groups often characterize their rivals as fascist in ways that are
historically meaningless: thus Indian Members of Parliament accuse
one another of being ‘like Hitler’, and prominent Australians
compare gay rights activists to the Gestapo.30 In the run-up to the
2016 American presidential campaign the Philadelphia Daily News
even published a front-page picture of Donald Trump with his arm
raised as if in a Nazi salute, above the headline ‘The New Furor’ (a
deliberate pun on ‘Führer’).31

Today, ‘Nazi’ is routinely employed as a conceptual shorthand for
wickedness everywhere. The �gure of Adolf Hitler in particular has
become what one cultural critic has called ‘the epitome of evil’,
employed by novelists, �lm-makers and politicians to highlight the
people and ideas they most fear. Thus Richard Nixon and Osama bin
Laden have both been portrayed as modern ‘Hitler’s.32 Nazis pop up
as villains in thousands of our best-known �lms, from The Sound of
Music to the Indiana Jones movies. Even the ‘storm troopers’ in the
Star Wars �lms are based on the German Wehrmacht – the shape of
their helmets alone immediately identi�es them as the ‘enemy’. A
comprehensive list of all the many and varied postwar cultural
references to this ‘epitome of evil’ would be virtually endless. In the
decades since the Second World War, the Nazi, ersatz or otherwise,
has developed into a monster every bit as enduring as any of the
mythological demons that were portrayed in wartime propaganda.



The Face of ‘Evil’

Was Hitler really evil? Were the men who served in the SS or the
Gestapo evil? And what about those who conducted medical or
scienti�c experiments on human beings? So strong is the mythology
around this subject that even to suggest that these people might not
have been monsters but ‘ordinary men’ can seem sacrilegious.33

Entire schools of history have been founded upon the notion that
the Nazis were not only evil, but uniquely so: those who claim
otherwise have provoked cries of outrage in academic circles, in
parliaments and in the media throughout the world.34

While no reputable historian would deny that the actions of the
Nazis or the Japanese Kempeitai (military secret police) were often
evil, it is perhaps a mistake to characterize all the people who
carried out these acts in the same way. From a psychological point
of view there is no such thing as an evil person, only a sick person,
or someone caught within a sick system. From a philosophical point
of view, too, there is a di�erence between an evil person and a
person who carries out evil acts. The great tragedy of the Second
World War is the way that it not only propelled people with
psychopathic tendencies into positions of great power, but also
nurtured and magni�ed the sickness within social systems to such a
degree that even ordinary men became both capable of committing
evil acts and enthusiastic about doing so.

It is extremely rare that someone is willing to speak openly about
the atrocities they committed during the Second World War, and
even more unusual for a perpetrator to exhibit genuine interest in
the human consequences of their actions. One such person was
Yuasa Ken, a Japanese doctor who performed vivisections on several
Chinese prisoners during the war. His story is a good indicator of
exactly what has been missing in postwar Japan, and in the world in
general.

Yuasa was born in 1916 in Tokyo, the son of a medical
practitioner. By his own account, he was the perfect product of his
upbringing: obedient, hard-working, keen to prove himself to his



superiors. He was used to hearing about Japanese racial superiority,
and never questioned his country’s right to invade its neighbours: he
had a strong memory of his teacher in elementary school saying,
‘The Japanese people are a superior race. They must conquer China
and become the masters of all Asia.’ He never questioned this idea:
indeed, the thought of questioning or criticizing his superiors in any
respect never occurred to him.35

Following in his father’s footsteps, Yuasa graduated from medical
school in 1941 at the age of twenty-four. However, he was keen to
contribute to Japan’s war e�ort in China, so he immediately applied
to become an army surgeon. He was trained for two months,
commissioned as a �rst lieutenant army surgeon and �nally sent to
north-east China.

In March 1942, less than six weeks after his assignment to the
Luan Army Hospital near the city of Taiyuan in China’s Shanxi
Province, Yuasa was summoned to attend a practice surgery session.
He had already heard that army surgeons performed vivisections,
and knew that all junior sta� were expected to attend; so despite a
nagging feeling of fear, coupled with a certain curiosity about what
he was about to witness, he reluctantly made his way to the autopsy
room.

When he arrived, he found it �lled with hospital and divisional
sta� – not only junior doctors like him, but all of the senior ranks.
In one corner were two Chinese farmers with their hands tied
behind their backs. One of them stood in silence, apparently
resigned to his fate; the other, however, was obviously terri�ed and
kept crying out in fear. Yuasa watched them anxiously, but made
sure to keep his composure in front of his superiors. He remembers
asking if the two men had committed any crime that warranted the
death penalty, but was fobbed o� with the answer that it made no
di�erence – the war would probably claim their lives anyway.

After everyone was assembled, the hospital director announced
that they would get started. Some Japanese guards prodded the two
farmers to step forward. The braver of the two walked calmly to the
operating table and lay down on it but the other continued crying



out, and started backing away. He backed right into Yuasa. Not
wanting to appear weak before his superiors, Yuasa hesitated for a
moment before giving the terri�ed man a shove and commanding
him to ‘Move forward!’ By doing this he felt as though he had
undergone some sort of test, or rite of passage.

Once the two Chinese men had been stripped and anaesthetized,
the surgeons began their practice session. First they performed an
appendectomy, followed by an amputation of one of the men’s arms.
Next they practised cutting out sections of the men’s intestines and
reattaching them; and �nally they performed a tracheotomy. The
purpose of all this was to familiarize the surgeons with the sort of
surgery that would be common in the aftermath of battle. Thus
Yuasa was able to justify the vivisection in his mind as preparation
to save the lives of his countrymen. The lives of Japanese soldiers
were, as he had been taught, of far greater worth than the lives of
Chinese peasants.

After three hours of surgery, the two Chinese men were still
breathing, but only weakly. Now that the practice session was over,
all that was left to do was to �nish the farmers o� and dispose of
their bodies. The hospital director attempted to kill them by
injecting air into their hearts, but it did not work. At this point
Yuasa himself was called upon to help: ‘I strangled one of them with
my hands and applied pressure to the carotid artery, but I still could
not get him to stop breathing … First Lieutenant O and I tied the
man’s belt around his neck and strangled him by pulling hard on
both ends, but still his breathing did not stop.’ In the end one of the
doctors suggested injecting chloroethane directly into their veins,
which Yuasa did, and the two men �nally expired.36 That night,
after work, Yuasa went out with his colleagues. He was strangely
restless, but after a few drinks he felt better, and did not give the
day’s events any more thought.

During the following three years Yuasa participated in six further
vivisections on fourteen Chinese people. Some of the sessions were
of little use in training army doctors: they included testicular
extractions, a brain extraction and general anatomy lessons. On one



occasion bullets were �red into the bodies of four men before army
surgeons practised removing them, without anaesthesia. On another
occasion, when the session was too sparsely attended to make
practice worthwhile, the hospital director took the opportunity to
try his hand at beheading one man with a sword. After April 1943
Yuasa himself took responsibility for arranging vivisections. He did
this unquestioningly, despite knowing that the Kempeitai picked the
victims more or less at random.

‘It was never the case that we used prisoners for vivisections just
because there were extra prisoners available. It was always, “We
need them, so get them for us.” They were necessary for surgery
practice in order to save the lives of Japanese soldiers, you see.
Chinese people were arrested for that purpose alone.’37

Yuasa freely admitted that, at the time, he felt no guilt for
committing murder in this way. ‘We felt they were like waste.
Garbage.’38

When the war came to an end in August 1945, Yuasa had to decide
whether to return home to Japan or to remain in China. Like
thousands of other Japanese, he decided to stay on. It never
occurred to him that the Chinese might want revenge for what
Japanese doctors like him had done, because in his own mind he
had done nothing wrong. So he remained in China, married, had
children. For the next few years he continued to practise medicine,
seeing both Chinese and Japanese patients and giving instruction to
Chinese junior doctors.

He was not arrested until two years after the Communists had
won control of the country. In January 1951 he was sent to a prison
camp, but he was not unduly concerned, because he still did not
think conducting surgery practice on living human beings was a
serious o�ence, let alone in any way evil: ‘Inside, I was making all
sorts of rationalizations to justify what I had done. “I was just
following orders. There was nothing I could do about it. There was a
war going on. It was not the �rst time something like this had been



done. Everybody was doing it.” Things like that. Plus, the war was
already over.’39

He did not begin to feel uneasy until the Communists instructed
him to make a full and frank confession, but even then he was
reassured by the promise that all prisoners who genuinely repented
would be pardoned: all he had to do was to admit to his crimes and
he would be repatriated to Japan. Accordingly, he made a half-
hearted confession – he left out some of the more shameful details,
such as the brain extraction he had performed, but he hoped it
would be enough to satisfy the investigators. It wasn’t. His
confession was rejected as insincere and he remained in captivity.

At the end of 1952, after almost two years in jail and numerous
attempts at confession, Yuasa was transferred back to Shanxi
Province, where he was put into Taiyuan Prison. It was here that he
received a letter from the mother of one of his victims – the man
whose brain he had removed. The letter described the mother’s
anguish when her son was arrested by the Kempeitai. It described
how she had tried to follow the police truck on her bicycle, but had
been unable to keep up; how she had searched everywhere before
being told that her son had been taken to the hospital to be
dissected alive. ‘I was so sad,’ she wrote, ‘so sad I thought my eyes
would burst from weeping. I could not tend the rice paddies I had
been cultivating. I could not eat. Yuasa, I hear that you are now
under arrest. I asked the government to please punish you
severely.’40

This letter, more than anything else, �nally brought home to
Yuasa the enormity of his wartime actions. Before, he had seen his
victims as mere bodies, specimens for surgical instruction – indeed,
he had found it di�cult to picture what their faces looked like. Now
he realized that these people had also been living human beings,
with families and communities, and he was able for the �rst time to
recall the look of helpless terror on their faces as he began to
operate on them.

Yuasa spent a further three and a half years in his gloomy prison
cell re�ecting on these images, and trying to understand how on



earth he had been capable of doing such terrible things. In the
summer of 1956 he was �nally released and sent back to Japan.

Denial runs through Yuasa’s story almost from start to �nish. In the
beginning he denied to himself that what he was doing was wrong.
He continued denying it throughout the war with an apparently
clean conscience: by his own admission he had no sleepless nights,
no nightmares and certainly no remorse. After the war he remained
in denial, and saw no reason to be afraid of any Chinese retaliation.
The only thing that brought Yuasa out of his obliviousness was a
prolonged period of soul-searching – enforced at �rst, but more
voluntary later on, after the letter from his victim’s mother opened
his eyes to the terrible acts he had committed. Had Yuasa returned
home directly after the war, it is likely that he would never have
begun the process of coming to terms with his, and Japan’s, past.

This certainly seems to have been the case with Yuasa’s old
colleagues. When he came back to Japan in 1956 he was given a
reception to welcome him home. Amongst the guests were some of
the army surgeons and nurses with whom he had once worked. To
Yuasa’s complete surprise, he discovered that almost none of them
seemed to have given their wartime actions a second thought. One
even asked him why the Chinese had labelled Yuasa a war criminal
when he, like all the other surgeons, had acted perfectly correctly
during the war. Yuasa simply asked him, ‘Do you remember what
we did?’ but his fellow doctor had no idea what he was referring to.

Over the following years Yuasa worked with hundreds of medical
sta� who had taken part in the occupation of China, but not one of
them said a word about guilt. In the early 1960s he decided to write
a book describing what he had seen and done in China. He thought
it was important to speak out about his own guilt, and thereby shine
a light on a part of Japanese history that had never been publicly
acknowledged. But as soon as it was published he immediately
started receiving hate mail calling him a ‘disgrace’, or ‘the epitome
of stupidity’, for drawing attention to an aspect of the war that
much of Japan thought better forgotten. Other letters came from



fellow vivisectionists who felt ‘threatened’ by his book, because they
did not want to face up to the past. Denial was everywhere.

Yuasa Ken shortly before his death in 2010.

According to psychiatrist Noda Masaaki, who interviewed Yuasa
extensively, such attitudes are symptomatic of the entire medical
establishment in Japan, and indeed Japanese society as a whole.



What have we lost, I wonder, by denying the past in this way? When we deny our
life experiences, we invite psychological self-destruction. When wounds to the spirit
are repressed they eventually explode in the form of emotional dysfunction and
mental illness. Are the Japanese living in a spiritual state any di�erent than the one
we lived in during the war of aggression? Through our denial of the past, what sort
of future have we destined for ourselves?41

The painful process of facing up to his crimes that Yuasa underwent
is one that very few people, let alone societies, are willing to engage
in. Germany has been much praised for the way it has come to
terms with the past – especially by Japanese academics, who cannot
conceive of any similar process taking place in their own country.
And yet, like Yuasa, Germany took this path only because it was
forced to do so: �rstly by the Allies, who insisted on re-educating
Germans about their nation’s misdeeds with newsreels and enforced
trips to concentration camps, and later by the generation born after
the war, who reached maturity in the 1960s and demanded to know
what their parents and grandparents had done during the Nazi
times. Neither of these processes was duplicated in Japan on
anything like the same scale.

And yet even in Germany it remains a struggle to remind people
that it was not monsters but ordinary people who oversaw the
Holocaust, who shot prisoners of war, who raped and murdered
their way across eastern Europe. In recent years, the �gure of Hitler
as a demonic, Mephistophelean character has dominated Germany’s
collective memory of the war; and the war itself is increasingly
viewed in the same way as in Britain or America, as a gigantic
con�ict between good and evil. This is a much easier narrative to
embrace, since it seems to absolve ‘ordinary’ Germans from
responsibility – if war crimes are committed only by ‘monsters’ then
the rest of us can sleep easy.42

Stories like Yuasa’s remind us that it is not only the victims of war
that are human, but the perpetrators too. Acknowledging their
humanity does not exonerate them, as some people claim – quite the
opposite, in fact, since only our fellow humans can be condemned



for not taking responsibility for their actions.43 Labelling such men
as ‘monsters’ has the opposite e�ect: it lets them o� the hook. And
yet we still feel compelled to do this, because it is a convenient way
of keeping our distance from them. So we ignore the huge body of
historical, sociological and psychological evidence which suggests
that ordinary people – people not so di�erent from ourselves – are
eminently capable of committing truly atrocious crimes, given the
right set of circumstances. E�ectively, we too are in denial.44

The Second World War not only magni�ed existing prejudices
between peoples and nations to a vast and unprecedented degree
but also provided opportunities for those prejudices to become
hatreds, and for those hatreds to become murderous. In some cases
it created demons where before there had been none. Such events
occurred on a vast scale, in places as far apart as Norway and New
Guinea.

One of the aspects that distinguishes this con�ict from others is
the sheer extent of its cruelty. Atrocities occurred in every theatre,
perpetrated by every side, and were often directly encouraged by
states and their institutions to such a degree that it was sometimes
di�cult, even dangerous, to act towards one’s enemies with any
human decency at all. All sides invoked demons and, once invoked,
these demons very quickly became real.

We still live with these demons today, both in their original form
and in the form of new enemies, which – unsurprisingly – bear a
remarkable resemblance to the old ones. Our mutual animosities
will never be laid to rest while we continue to represent the war as
a con�ict between the forces of absolute good and absolute evil.
Such concepts make it easy for the victors to deny their faults, and
di�cult for the vanquished to confront their sins: they remain the
main stumbling block to our collective understanding of why human
beings of all nationalities and classes acted the way they did.

There are very good reasons why these myths of good and evil
will not go away – reasons that have little to do with either the
victors or the vanquished. The vast majority of people who



experienced the Second World War do not see themselves as heroes
or monsters, but rather as victims. Indeed, in many ways our
understanding of the war is de�ned by this overwhelming
experience of victimhood. It is the plight of the victim that both
damns the villain and gives the hero his moral authority; and it is
our need to commemorate this sense of victimhood that forces us to
return to the war again and again. Heroes and villains at least have
the option to put the past aside and let bygones be bygones. Victims,
as I shall show next, do not have that luxury.



4. Martyrs

In 2013 a university professor in Jerusalem published a memoir of
his experiences during the Second World War, and how they had
a�ected him in later life. Otto Dov Kulka’s story serves as a good
example of the kind of psychological issues that faced millions of
people in the years after the war. It is at once entirely unique, and
yet representative of something much greater; in its own way it
provides a metaphor for the way that the world as a whole has
experienced both the Holocaust in particular, and the Second World
War in general.1

Kulka was just six years old when the Germans invaded his home
country of Czechoslovakia in 1939. As Jews, he and his family were
particularly at risk from German repression, but his father was
arrested in any case for anti-Nazi activities. Kulka and his mother
were also arrested and imprisoned, along with the rest of
Czechoslovakia’s Jewish population.

In the autumn of 1943 at the age of ten, Kulka was sent to
Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. He and his mother were
housed in a specially designated ‘Family Camp’, which was to be
kept as a showpiece for the international community in case the Red
Cross should decide to inspect Auschwitz. As a consequence he was
allowed ‘privileges’ that were not available to inmates of other parts
of the complex. He did not have to undergo the infamous ‘selection’
at the station, which separated those who were �t for work from
those who were destined immediately for the gas chambers. He did
not have his head shaved, or his clothes and belongings con�scated.
He and his mother were allowed to continue some semblance of
normal life: he attended a makeshift school, where he and his



friends put on plays and concerts, and he even joined a choir, in
which, within sight of the crematoria, he learned to sing
Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’.

Everyone in the Family Camp was aware that this was highly
unusual, and could not understand why they should have been
singled out for such special treatment. But their good fortune did
not last long. In March 1944, exactly six months after their arrival,
the entire group was rounded up and taken to the gas chambers.
There were no selections, and no possibility of escape – they were
simply disposed of en masse. Their place was then taken by a new
group, which was again to be granted the same privileges and the
same freedoms – but only until their six months had, in turn, come
to an end. Kulka and his mother survived the �rst culling by sheer
luck: they both happened to be in the in�rmary on the night of the
liquidation. But they were under no illusion that this was anything
but a temporary reprieve.

Despite many other brushes with death, Kulka eventually survived
Auschwitz, but he spent the rest of his life trying to come to terms
with the trauma he had experienced there. As an adult he became a
historian specializing in the study of the Third Reich, including the
creation of Auschwitz and similar extermination camps. In 1984 he
wrote a meticulously documented history of the Family Camp where
he had been imprisoned, in which he carefully unravelled the
motivation behind the creation of the camp and its �nal liquidation.

At the same time he began to construct a deeply private
metaphorical landscape, based around his childhood emotions and
experience. In his mind he transformed Auschwitz into ‘the
Metropolis of Death’, the centre of a vast empire of annihilation that
spread across the entire world. The gas chambers and crematoria
became eternal symbols, quite separate from their existence in
reality; and the Vistula, into whose tributaries the ashes of the dead
were emptied, became a mythological River Styx or the ‘River of
Truth’.

Kulka was aware that this internal world was incompatible with
his academic work. At the university where he was a historian, he



had become renowned for the dispassionate, scienti�c nature of his
research – metaphors, symbols and personal mythology had no
place here. He therefore kept his internal world and his academic
world scrupulously separate; and yet he recognized that they
mirrored one another – that one was not possible without the other.2

Despite his own survival, and despite the dismantling of the Nazi
state and all its killing centres, Kulka was convinced that he would
never escape the symbolic power of Auschwitz. He was haunted by
recurring, circular nightmares in which he would repeatedly be
saved from the gas chambers, only to �nd himself back where he
started, facing the same ordeal over again. In an attempt to exorcize
himself of these dreams, in the 1970s Kulka made a journey to the
ruins of Auschwitz. He made a point of stepping into one of the
former gas chambers as a symbolic completion of the death
narrative that haunted him. It did not work. The dreams continued,
and Kulka retained for the rest of his life the sense that death – not
ordinary death, but the ‘Great Death’ that presided over Auschwitz –
was the ‘sole certain perspective ruling the world’.3





Otto Dov Kulka, distinguished historian and former inmate of the ‘Family Camp’ at
Auschwitz.

Kulka’s memoir is a particularly eloquent description of a
phenomenon that many survivors of the war experienced: not only
those who lived through the Holocaust but also survivors of
bombing campaigns, torture, displacement, ethnic cleansing or the
many, many other wartime traumas that occurred across the globe.
Those who had experienced such misfortunes were often compelled
to recycle them endlessly in dreams, �ashbacks, writings or
conversations. Some, like Kulka, felt compelled to study the events
they had experienced or witnessed, or even re-enact them in a
fruitless attempt to master them. For these people there could be no
wiping of the slate. The symbolic ‘ending of the world’ that they had
experienced did not pave the way for any kind of personal
resurrection: on the contrary, it trapped them in a state where an
awareness of death and the possibility of apocalypse was ever
present – a state that psychologist Robert Jay Lifton, writing about
atomic bomb survivors, famously termed ‘death in life’.4

For such people the war was both over and not over: they
inhabited a sort of no-man’s-land, severed from a past that had been
destroyed and yet unable to immerse themselves fully in a future
that promised rebirth. Otto Dov Kulka’s experience of the
‘Metropolis of Death’ was therefore far from being a mere ‘memory’
as we would conventionally understand it. In his mind the end of
the world was not something that was over, but something that was
‘perpetually part of my present’.5 Throughout his life he retained the
conviction that Auschwitz, or what Auschwitz represented, would
inevitably consume him, just as it had consumed everyone he had
known in 1944.

Victim Communities



What is true of individuals is also true, to a certain degree, of
communities. It was almost impossible to be Jewish after 1945
without also having an intense relationship with the Holocaust, and
millions of Jews who had no direct experience of that terrible event
nevertheless lived with an awareness of its shadow constantly
hanging over them.6 British journalist Anne Karpf has written
eloquently about what it was like to grow up with parents who were
Holocaust survivors. Despite an atmosphere of enforced optimism at
home, Karpf quickly developed a variety of very strong anxieties,
beneath which was an unhealthy obsession with death:

Death was alive and present in our home. My parents had a few rescued prewar
photo albums containing group pictures of chillingly merry people. They would
point out who was who and how they died. With so few living relatives dead ones
had to su�ce … It seemed as if from birth I was obsessed with death.7

The Holocaust has, for better or worse, become increasingly
central to the Jewish identity. With the decline of both religious
beliefs and the Zionist movement, Jews around the world have
sometimes struggled to �nd any single big idea that uni�es them: to
a certain degree, the shadow of the Holocaust has �lled that gap.
This is not something that all Jews feel comfortable with. But just as
individuals like Otto Dov Kulka have been obliged to incorporate
the memory of Auschwitz into their daily emotional lives, so too
must the Jewish community as a whole live with the Holocaust as a
constant, inescapable presence.8



A shrine to the victims of the Holocaust – the Hall of Names at Yad Vashem, Jerusalem.

Many events have reawakened intense anxieties amongst Jews: to
name just a few, the show trials of Jewish political and intellectual
�gures in the USSR during the early 1950s, the capture and trial of
Adolf Eichmann in the 1960s, the 1967 Arab–Israeli War, the 1973
Yom Kippur War, the Arab intifada, the post-9/11 rise in anti-
Semitic attacks around the world, the growth of Iran’s nuclear
capability, the huge popularity of the anti-Semitic Jobbik political
party in Hungary, and so on. In the light of what happened during
the Second World War, the world’s Jewish community does not –
indeed, cannot – take such events lightly.

Jews are not alone in reacting this way. The war caused similarly
large-scale trauma in many other communities: one needs only to
look at the statistics associated with the war to get a feel for the
staggering scale of their losses. Around one in six Poles was killed
between 1939 and 1945 as well as up to one in �ve Ukrainians. At



least 20 million Soviet citizens are thought to have died, probably
more: the numbers are so huge, and the disruption to society so
massive, that historians’ margins of error are always in the millions.9
The same is true in China, where even conservative estimates of the
number of people killed during the war range from 15 to 20 million,
and some Chinese historians put the number as high as 50 million.10

The word ‘holocaust’ was frequently used in 1945 to describe not
the genocide of European Jews, but the war as a whole.

Jews are therefore not the only community whose experience of
the Second World War has left them with a morbid identi�cation
with the dead. One of the most important symbols of the war in
France, for example, is the village of Oradour-sur-Glane, which was
destroyed in 1944 as a reprisal for Resistance activity in the area.
The original village has been preserved exactly as it was on the day
when its population was massacred, a fossilized symbol of negation,
and today this ghost town occupies a special place in French
memory. There are similar martyred villages, towns and cities
throughout Europe that are equally morbid, and equally important
to the national consciousness. The Czechs have the village of Lidice,
which was entirely razed as a reprisal for the assassination of the
Nazi leader Reinhard Heydrich. The Greeks have the village of
Distomo, the Italians have Marzabotto, the Belgians have Vinkt. The
de�ning symbol of Polish martyrdom was the systematic destruction
of Warsaw, when the city was deliberately razed by the Nazis after a
failed uprising in 1944. The Chinese feel similar emotions about
Nanjing, which was destroyed in 1937 and its population
systematically raped and massacred by the Japanese. Even the so-
called perpetrator nations have their own symbols of martyrdom:
the Germans remember the bombing of Dresden, and the Japanese
have Hiroshima and Nagasaki.



The nation as holy martyr – the memorial to the Dutch war dead in Amsterdam.

In 1945 every participating nationality, to a greater or lesser
degree, was considered a victim of the war; and their communal
reactions to their various traumas mirrored those of individuals.
Many nations have experienced �ashbacks to the sense of
powerlessness they felt during the war, especially in the 1960s, 70s
and 80s, when there were widespread fears that a third world war
might be about to break out. Some have experienced the compulsion
to repeat the past, even to the point of re-enacting the aggression
they felt in 1945 – the waves of anti-Japanese sentiment that have
periodically rocked South Korea immediately spring to mind. Books
have been written psychoanalysing the way that Israel appears to
have taken on some of the characteristics of the very perpetrators
who oppressed Jews during the 1930s and 40s (and, naturally, other
books have been written refuting such claims). In the worst cases,
nations have been unable to cope with the trauma of the war, and
have subsequently su�ered complete psychic breakdown. For
example the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia in the 1990s took



place in an atmosphere su�used with the rhetoric of the Second
World War, and involved episodes of ethnic cleansing that were
virtual re-enactments of events that took place �fty years
previously. To this day there are communities across the region that
continue to live in denial or fear, and who have little or no trust of
their neighbours because of the continuing cycle of atrocity and
counter-atrocity that began during the Second World War. The 2014
crisis in Ukraine bears many of the same hallmarks: a country torn
apart by war and ethnic cleansing during the 1940s which has been
unable to create a stable, single identity since.

Rise of the Martyr

Of all the di�erent groups who were persecuted during the war, and
who now bicker about who was responsible for their su�ering, one
has emerged as pre-eminent – the Second World War’s
quintessential victim. There are many reasons why the world has
chosen Jews to ful�l this role. As the main focus of Nazi vitriol
before and during the war, it seems appropriate that they should
become the main focus of our sympathy afterwards. They were
murdered more e�ciently and in higher numbers than any other
racial group. And the industrial methods that were employed to
annihilate them seem to epitomize the inhumanity both of the Nazi
system and of the war itself. In these ways, Jews are an ideal symbol
of our collective victimhood.

Just as signi�cant, however, are the sociological motives behind
our choice. Since Jews had no nation, they e�ectively belonged to
all nations. As a consequence, all of us can identify with their
su�ering without reawakening the dangerous national rivalries that
might once again lead us into the abyss. In the same way, every
nation in the West is able to acknowledge a degree of complicity in
the Holocaust – whether as active participants or as passive
bystanders – safe in the knowledge that they do not have to bear
that guilt alone. The culpability of our forebears in standing by



while Jews were murdered is one thing that we are all willing to
admit. A universal victim can be just as useful as a universal
scapegoat in bringing nations and peoples together.

It is important to remember that this state of a�airs did not come
about overnight. People in the West are so used to expressing
communal grief at the unique su�ering of Jews that they assume
every rightthinking person does so, and that they have always done
so; but actually it took decades to develop. Contrary to what we
think we remember, the Allied soldiers who rode into Auschwitz,
Belsen and Dachau did not immediately gather up Jews into what
Bill Clinton characterized as ‘the warm embrace of freedom’.11 In
reality, most soldiers recoiled from the horror of these places, and
often found their sympathy overwhelmed with disgust for the
‘creatures’ and ‘ape-like living skeletons’ they found there.12 The
humanitarian agencies that looked after displaced persons in the
following months had a similarly complicated relationship with
Jews. While trying to remain sympathetic to this particularly
traumatized group, they became increasingly frustrated at their
inability to behave ‘normally’, or indeed gratefully, and came to
regard Jews as vengeful troublemakers and ‘future criminals’. Even
the director of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration in West Germany characterized them as ‘desperate
men who will stick at nothing’.13 Later, when these Jews returned
home, their communities made it painfully clear that they were not
interested in listening to what they had been through – indeed,
many communities were openly hostile to Jews returning at all.
Everyone had su�ered during the war. No one was interested in
learning how someone else’s su�ering might have been greater than
their own.14

Sympathy for Jews did not grow much in the years that followed.
According to several recent historical studies, Europeans in the
1940s and 50s actively avoided hearing stories of the genocide,
because it revealed the darkest consequences of their wartime
collaboration with the Nazis – a collaboration that they were
anxious to distance themselves from. It also contradicted the



comforting myth that all Europeans had su�ered equally together.15

Americans were not much more sympathetic: in the 1950s Jewish
su�ering was old news, and people were more concerned about the
new evil of communism than they were about the old spectre of
Nazism.16 Even in the new state of Israel, sympathy for Holocaust
survivors was distinctly lacking. Israeli Jews wanted to think of
themselves as �ghters, heroes, strong enough to seize and hold their
own country: they often despised the European Jews who had gone
meekly to their deaths, ‘like sheep to the slaughter’. The survivors
were, in the words of Israeli poet Leah Goldberg, ‘ugly,
impoverished, morally unstable and hard to love’.17 Even David Ben-
Gurion, one of Israel’s founding fathers, characterized some of the
survivors as ‘harsh, evil, and egotistical people’ whose ordeal had
taken away ‘every good part of their souls’.18

Far from identifying with the victims, therefore, it seems that
much of the world still felt quite hostile towards them. It was not
until a new generation came of age in the 1960s that the world
�nally started to embrace the su�erers and actively engage with the
full horror of the Holocaust. There are various reasons why this
change took place, some of which are inextricably linked to
historical events. The capture in Buenos Aires by Mossad agents of
the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann in 1960 was perhaps the
most important of these: his trial the following year was deliberately
constructed to provide the world with an education in what the
Nazis had done to the Jewish people, and its reportage by
luminaries such as Hannah Arendt was eagerly consumed
throughout the West.19 But societal changes also played their part.
The 1960s generation was eager to reject authority, and to embrace
the role of the outsider. The Jew, in the words of Jean-Paul Sartre,
was not only ‘the stranger, the intruder, the unassimilated at the
very heart of our society’, but also the ‘quintessence of man’. The
1960s was the time when all kinds of groups began to identify
themselves as persecuted minorities: it was the era of love and
peace, feminism, civil rights for African-Americans, and so on. When
students took to the streets of Paris in 1968 with the slogan ‘Nous



sommes tous des Juifs allemands’ (‘We are all German Jews’), they
were expressing not only solidarity with the archetypal outsider but
also a shared sense of victimhood.20

Alongside such shifting attitudes, the 1960s saw the beginning of
an explosion of Holocaust histories, memoirs, novels, TV dramas,
documentaries and Hollywood movies – a trend that only
accelerated in the 1970s and 80s – making the ‘Holocaust story’ a
genre in its own right. This was when memoirists like Primo Levi
and Elie Wiesel �rst found a mass audience, and when Raul
Hilberg’s landmark book, The Destruction of the European Jews,
opened the way for subsequent studies on Holocaust history.
Perhaps the most important turning point in the portrayal of the
genocide was the American TV drama miniseries Holocaust in 1978,
which shocked and enthralled tens of millions of viewers both in
America and in West Germany. Its reception in Germany was
particularly in�uential: this was the �rst time that a mass audience
had been presented with an un�inching portrayal of the Holocaust,
and some historians credit the miniseries with kick-starting
Germany’s process of coming to terms with its Nazi past.21 Other
watershed moments include the epic 1985 documentary Shoah,
made by French director Claude Lanzmann, and Steven Spielberg’s
hugely successful, multi-Oscar winning 1993 �lm Schindler’s List.

What almost all depictions of the Holocaust have in common is
the way that they enshrine the su�ering of the victim as the central
experience of the Second World War. Holocaust stories are entirely
unconcerned with traditional versions of the war as a titanic �ght
between heroes and villains – instead, the dichotomy they explore is
one between perpetrator and victim, the powerful and the
powerless, the innocent and the guilty. The victims are almost
always idealized in these stories: they are, in the words of one
American critic, ‘gentle, scholarly, middle-class, civilized people’ –
people ‘like us’. Quarrelsome Jews, ignorant Jews – the bullies, liars
and layabouts that are found in every community – are rarely, if
ever, portrayed.22 The perpetrators, by contrast, are almost always
demonized. Concentration camp guards are uniformly sadistic and



Nazi o�cials uniformly corrupt and treacherous. In many of the
most important memoirs and dramas there is also a brooding sense
of some vast and nameless evil lurking unseen in the background –
what Holocaust survivor and Nobel Peace laureate Elie Wiesel has
called ‘a demonic convulsion’ in the forces that form our world.23

This perception of the Holocaust as the struggle between good,
blameless people and a vast, unstoppable evil has lodged itself
�rmly in our collective unconscious. Journalists and academics who
try to question this dichotomy are often vili�ed as a result. For
example Hannah Arendt’s book about the Eichmann trial provoked
fury amongst American Jews because of the way she questioned
both of these moral absolutes. On the one hand she insisted that
Eichmann was ‘neither monstrous nor demonic’, but merely bland
and banal; on the other hand she brought attention to the way that
some Jewish leaders had actively collaborated with the Nazi regime.
She was consequently denounced as a ‘self-hating Jewess’ in one
Jewish newspaper, while a prominent American Jewish institution
mounted a campaign against what it called her ‘evil book’.24

Journalist John Sack received similar treatment when he tried to
publish a book about the way some Jews committed acts of revenge
after the war was over. A variety of publishers in America and
Europe cancelled publication of the book for fear of bad publicity,
and Sack himself was accused both on TV and in print of Holocaust
denial.25 When Professor Christopher Browning wrote a book
suggesting that the perpetrators of the Holocaust were not monsters
inspired by hatred or fanaticism, but merely ‘ordinary men’, fellow
academic Daniel Goldhagen was so incensed that he wrote a 600-
page rebuttal. His book, Hitler’s Willing Executioners, demonized
Germany as a nation inspired by murderous hatred of Jews. It is
interesting that while Browning’s book won more praise in academic
circles, it was Goldhagen’s comforting portrayal of the monster that
became a runaway bestseller.26

Today, we idealize ‘the Jews’ of the Second World War and
demonize ‘the Nazis’ almost without thinking. Jews who came
through the Holocaust are treated with a public reverence that is



usually reserved for war heroes – indeed, they are often called
‘heroes’ in memorial speeches and editorials.27 We rarely emphasize
how many Jews have been embittered by what they have su�ered;
instead, we describe their lives as ‘the triumph of good over evil’, ‘a
testament to courage’, or ‘a shining example of the survival of the
human spirit’.28 Memorial speeches by popes and presidents
continually remind us that wartime Jews were ‘innocent victims,
innocent people’, or ‘six million innocent … men, women, children,
babies’.29 This mantra of innocence is not merely the righteous and
long-overdue rejection of anti-Semitic stereotypes: it is an appeal to
something greater – a spiritual purity that is directly related to their
status as victims. They are routinely described as ‘sacred’, the
‘Jewish equivalent of saints’ and the holders of holy secrets that
‘others will never know’. In 1974 the Bishop of New York described
them as ‘Holy Innocents’, whose ‘sacri�ce’ had the potential to
redeem us all. ‘The survivor has become a priest,’ claimed the
education director of the Israeli Holocaust memorial, Yad Vashem,
in 1993; ‘because of his story, he is holy.’30

Many historians, sociologists and psychologists have noted the
way that the Holocaust has developed into something akin to a
‘mystery religion’, complete with sacred texts, holy relics and
hallowed places.31 On the surface this ‘mystery religion’ bears some
resemblance to the personal mythology that Otto Dov Kulka
revealed in his memoir, with its ‘empire of death’ and its immutable
and unknowable laws. However, there are also many ways in which
this communal mythology is nothing like Kulka’s personal one at all.
To begin with, Kulka was always scrupulous in keeping his personal
mythology and his scienti�c understanding of the facts entirely
separate: those outside the academic world are not always quite so
conscientious.32 Secondly, while Kulka’s mythological world
remained immutable, almost fossilized by the trauma he su�ered,
our own perceptions tend to change with the political and cultural
weather. The mystical way we view the Jewish story today bears no
resemblance to the stories of heroic resistance that formed the
dominant Jewish narrative in the 1950s, nor to the heavy sense of



depression that used to hang over the subject during the 1980s. In
fact, in some respects our narrative no longer even appears
particularly Jewish. In his scholarly dissection of the way that the
Holocaust has been portrayed in American life, Peter Novick drew
attention to this curious fact:

One of the things I �nd most striking about much of recent Jewish Holocaust
commemoration is how ‘un-Jewish’ – how Christian – it is. I am thinking of the ritual
of reverently following the structured pathways of the Holocaust in the major
museums, which resembles nothing so much as the Stations of the Cross on the Via
Dolorosa; the fetishized objects on display like so many fragments of the True Cross
or shin bones of saints … Perhaps most signi�cantly, there is the way that su�ering
is sacralized and portrayed as the path to wisdom – the cult of the survivor as
secular saint. These are themes that have some minor and peripheral precedent in
Jewish tradition, but they resonate more powerfully with major themes in
Christianity.33

The more ‘global’ the mythology of the Holocaust has become, the
more it has adopted the language and symbolism of the dominant
culture, which in the West is predominantly a Christian one. In this
context, Auschwitz has become the Jewish equivalent of Golgotha,
and the huge memorials and museums in Jerusalem, Washington
and Berlin have become national Jewish cathedrals. Thus, in our
collective imagination, the victims have slowly been transformed
from ‘lambs for the slaughter’ to the Lamb of God himself – a sort of
collective Christian Messiah. In Christian thinking Europe’s wartime
Jews are often referred to as ‘the martyrs of the Holocaust’ whose
‘sacri�ce’ �nally brought the world to its senses; and cruci�xion
imagery has often been used to portray their ‘passion’. Thus, in the
eyes of the world, a speci�cally Jewish experience has been subtly
converted into a Christian one.34

The logical end point of this narrative is one of redemption and
resurrection. The Holocaust is slowly changing from a
straightforward horror story, which demonstrates the depth of man’s
capacity for evil, to one of hope. We now congratulate ourselves for
having learned the lessons of the war. We note with satisfaction the



way that Europe has risen from the ashes to become a stable,
tolerant, peaceful continent. As a global community we take pride in
our international institutions and international system of laws, and
declare that the terrors of the Holocaust will never be allowed to
happen again. All of which is a much more hopeful form of
mythology than the one of previous decades, but mythology
nonetheless.35

Competitive Martyrdom

Where does this leave the actual victims – the real people who
experienced the Holocaust for themselves? To be sure, the
sacralization of the Holocaust does suit many of the survivors. It
makes them feel respected and listened to, even gives their lives
meaning as they proselytize the message of ‘never again’. However,
it leaves others feeling profoundly uneasy, not only because of the
way they are pressured to �nd something redemptive in their
experiences, but also because they �nd the received view of the
Holocaust unnecessarily sti�ing. In his memoir, Otto Dov Kulka
confessed that he never watched �lms about Auschwitz or read the
accounts of fellow inmates – not because they brought back painful
memories, but because he never recognized the place they
described. Auschwitz memoirs, he observed, had a ‘uniform
language’ – one might even say a uniform mythology – which has
come to be accepted throughout the world; but this did not chime
with his own language, his own mythology, his own Auschwitz. To
his great discomfort, listening to other survivors never aroused
fellow feeling, only ‘total alienation’.36 Other survivors have said
similar things. Their individual stories, while individually respected,
have been sacri�ced on the altar of a more general, and more
convenient, mythology; in the eyes of the world, the Holocaust
survivor has been reduced to little more than ‘a museum piece, a
fossil, a freak, a ghost’.37



It is not only individuals who �nd themselves alienated by the
sancti�cation of Jewish su�ering. Poland is one nation amongst
many that su�ers from what has been called, perhaps a little
tastelessly, ‘Holocaust envy’. For the past two centuries the Poles
have de�ned themselves as a nation of martyrs, perpetually
struggling for freedom but repeatedly victimized by their bigger,
more powerful neighbours. What happened to Poland during the
Second World War seemed like the ultimate con�rmation of this
belief: the country was repeatedly dismembered, and emerged from
the war with a smashed economy, razed cities and entirely redrawn
borders. Unlike western Europe, which regained its freedom in
1945, Poland found itself enslaved by a new totalitarian system that
continued to crucify it until the fall of communism more than forty
years later. In absolute terms, it su�ered the same number of deaths
as did Jews – indeed, half of the Jews who were murdered were in
fact also Polish. But because of the way that many Poles
collaborated in the Holocaust, the rest of the world often remembers
them not as victims but as perpetrators. Poles today really struggle
with this idea – not because they are any more anti-Semitic than
other people, or any less capable of accepting responsibility for their
misdeeds, but because they are so used to seeing themselves as the
‘Christ among nations’ that they cannot yet reconcile themselves to
the fact that Jews have appropriated their title.38

There are many other groups that envy the status of Jews as the
world’s archetypal martyr. When the United Nations General
Assembly held a day-long commemoration of the Holocaust in 2005,
some of the delegates made a point of drawing attention to their
own national tragedies during the Second World War. The South
Korean spokesman wanted to point out that the war’s atrocities had
not been con�ned to Europe: other regions of the globe had ‘also
endured massive human rights violations and forced brutality’. He
presumably had in mind the fate of the Korean ‘comfort women’ –
those women who were coerced into a life of sexual slavery at
Japanese military brothels and who have symbolized the Korean
sense of victimhood ever since the 1990s. The Chinese



representative highlighted the appalling slaughter in his country –
35 million deaths, according to him. Nazi Germany might have
committed innumerable atrocities, he said, but the ‘militaristic
butchers’ of Japan ‘took no second seat’ to them.

Other delegates at this commemoration wanted to widen the
discourse about victimhood still further. The special envoy of
Guinea, speaking on behalf of the African states, took the
opportunity to bring up the horrors of slavery, colonialism and
apartheid. The Rwandan delegate spoke at length about the
genocide in his own country, as did the spokesman from
neighbouring Tanzania. The Armenian delegate mentioned not only
the Armenian genocide but also many others, and complained of the
‘double standards’ of the UN when comparing one genocide to
another. The Venezuelan speaker even dared to condemn the
‘conquests waged by America and its allies’ during the second half
of the twentieth century.

This may signal the beginning of a shift in our views on Second
World War victimhood, but for the moment at least the Holocaust
remains the central symbol around which all the other victims
congregate. During this special session of the UN General Assembly,
at least, the centrality of the Holocaust was never seriously under
threat, and it remained the benchmark against which all other
atrocities were measured. It was still ‘the twentieth century’s
ultimate crime’, ‘the absolute moral abomination’, ‘the ultimate act
of man’s inhumanity to man’. Even those who pressed for a similar
recognition of their own tragedies still acknowledged the value of a
universal victim. As the Armenian delegate said, echoing the
sentiments of many other ‘victims’ before him, ‘We are all Jews.’39

In truth, the main reason we have communally adopted Second
World War Jews as our archetypal victims is simply that it suits
almost everyone. For Europe, the Holocaust provides a cautionary
tale and allows for a form of collective guilt that binds the continent
together – it is virtually the only thing that everyone in Europe
agrees on.40 For many nations in South America it has provided an
indirect way of coming to terms with their own troubled pasts: the



Holocaust memorial in Montevideo, for example, was used as a
template for the later memorials to the victims of Uruguay’s own
fascist dictatorship.41 In Africa and Asia the Holocaust is the �nal
nail in the co�n of the myth of white superiority: it gives added
vindication, if any were needed, to the decision to throw o� colonial
rule.42 Americans, meanwhile, continue to use the Holocaust as a
way not only to demonstrate their heroism in liberating the world
from Nazism but also to show the di�erence between the rotten Old
World and the superior New.43 Lastly, for Jews themselves, their
victimhood status has bestowed a sense of moral power that is in
marked contrast to the powerlessness they felt during the war. In
the world’s imagination, the Holocaust has made them almost a holy
race, blessed by a seemingly eternal innocence.44

With only a few exceptions, the whole world bene�ts from the
myth of the universal victim, not because it has learned any lessons
from the Holocaust, but because it believes it has. This is the �nal
myth of the Holocaust, and one that I shall turn to next – the
comforting belief that the horror of the Second World War led us to
some kind of redemption and rebirth. Of all the myths that came out
of the war, this is probably the most seductive.



5. The Beginning of the World

On 9 August 1945, just three days after Hiroshima was destroyed, a
second atom bomb was dropped on Japan. Nagai Takashi was
working in his o�ce at Nagasaki’s university hospital when the
bomb went o�. Unlike Ogura Toyofumi, he did not see the terrible
beauty of the explosion: the �rst he knew of it was when a blinding
�ash came through the window, followed by a blast of wind which
threw him into the air and then buried him beneath a heap of
rubble and broken glass.

Like virtually all atom bomb survivors, Nagai’s account of that
day has an apocalyptic quality. He describes large objects hurtling
through the sky in ‘a macabre dance’, and charred bodies lying
everywhere in a ‘world of the dead’. He even reports a group of his
colleagues trying to make sense of what had just happened by
speculating that the sun itself had just exploded. A few days later,
Emperor Hirohito’s announcement of Japan’s capitulation only
seemed to underline the sense of apocalypse, at least on a national
level: ‘Our Japan – the Japan symbolized by Mount Fuji piercing the
clouds and enlightened by the sun that rose in the eastern sea – was
dead. Our people, the people of Yamato, were cast to the very
depths of an abyss. We who were alive lived only in shame. Happy
indeed were our companions who had left this world in the
holocaust of the atomic bomb.’1

Remarkably, Nagai seems to have been able to accept his, and
Japan’s, fate without much bitterness. As a devout Christian he
certainly had a strong framework for coming to terms with loss, but
even so the speed and depth of his psychological recovery seem
extraordinary. When one of his former students came to him later



that year talking of revenge, Nagai chided him gently: ‘My wife is
dead; my property is lost, my house is destroyed. I’ve lost
everything. I have nothing. I gave everything I had but I was
defeated. Why should I say that it’s a tragedy or a pitiful situation?
Why is it pitiful? Our situation now is like that of a man who looks
at the moon after the rain. It was a war. We lost. I have no regrets.’2

What Nagai began to experience now was a period of spiritual
rebirth. As a university radiologist, he was familiar with the science
behind nuclear physics, and he quickly guessed that what he had
experienced was one of the �rst atom bombs. The very idea
fascinated him. Even as his own world was collapsing around him,
he immediately recognized that ‘the curtain was rising on a new
age: the atomic age’. Despite his crushing grief, he and his
colleagues ‘nevertheless felt rising within us a new drive and a new
motivation in our search for truth. In this devastated atomic desert,
fresh and vigorous scienti�c life began to �ourish.’3 Over the next
few months, he and his fellow scientists charted for the �rst time the
e�ects of radiation sickness, both in the population at large and in
themselves. Nagai, who already had leukaemia, was particularly
badly a�ected. He would die from the after-e�ects of the bomb six
years later.

This progression from despair to mourning, acceptance and
spiritual rebirth is something that psychologists would recognize as
a relatively healthy response to the extremely traumatic events
Nagai had experienced. Through his Christianity and his passion for
science, he had managed to transform his loss into something
meaningful; though he would live with the consequences of that loss
for the rest of his short life, he was at least able to start again.



Nagai Takashi with his children, shortly before his death in 1951. His bestselling books
gave hope to a despondent Japan in the aftermath of defeat.

Nagai’s personal journey seemed to strike something of a chord in
Japan. His memoir, The Bells of Nagasaki, became a bestseller and
was also turned into a hugely successful movie, whose theme tune
became something of an anthem for the times. The book was
recommended by the Japanese Education Ministry as a set text for
all Japanese schools. Over the following months, Nagai came to be
seen as something of a saint: indeed, the Japanese newspapers often
referred to him as ‘the saint of Nagasaki’, and comparisons with
Gandhi were common. The city of Nagasaki awarded him honorary
citizenship, and he was formally declared a national hero by the
state. His books also brought him international renown: he was
visited on his sick bed by Helen Keller, Emperor Hirohito and an
emissary of the Pope. After his death in May 1951, he was regarded



by some as a Christ-like �gure whose su�ering was emblematic of
Japan’s sacri�ce during and after the war.4

Part of Nagai’s appeal was the way he managed to transform
catastrophe into triumph. The bomb had not destroyed him, it had
transformed him: he had e�ectively been born again through
martyrdom. This was certainly the message that he himself preached
in his books and other writings. In November 1945 Nagai gave a
speech at a Requiem Mass in the ruins of Nagasaki’s Urakami
Cathedral in which he described the atom bomb not as a bringer of
destruction, but as a gift from God:

‘It was not the American crew, I believe, who chose our suburb.
God’s providence chose Urakami and carried the bomb right above
our homes. Is there not a profound relationship between the
annihilation of Nagasaki and the end of the war? Was not Nagasaki
the chosen victim, the lamb without blemish, slain as a whole-burnt
o�ering on an altar of sacri�ce, atoning for the sins of all the
nations during World War II? … Let us be thankful that Nagasaki
was chosen for the whole-burnt sacri�ce. Let us be thankful that
through this sacri�ce peace was granted to the world …’5

This extraordinary speech re�ected what many other cultural and
political �gures were also saying. In the same month, the president
of Tokyo University told his returning students that they too should
celebrate their defeat as the beginning of a new era of ‘reason and
truth’.6 One of the country’s most in�uential postwar philosophers,
Tanabe Hajime, also characterized Japan’s despair as a natural step
on the way to ‘resurrection and regeneration’: the nation, he
claimed, would not only be reborn, but also would show the way to
a safer, more peaceful planet.7 Even before the American occupation
began, at the end of August 1945, the head of the government’s
Information Bureau was touting the experience of the atom bomb as
the key to turning Japan from the ‘losers of the war’ to the ‘winners
of the peace’.8 Japan at last had a special place in the world – not
through conquest, but through defeat: as the world’s �rst and only
atomic martyr it could serve as an example to all of mankind of the
perils of war.



Partly as a consequence of such ideas, Japan underwent a
transformation that was every bit as rapid as Nagai Takashi’s. In the
immediate postwar years it changed from one of the most
militaristic societies in the world to one of the most paci�c. Later it
would undergo similar economic, political and cultural
transformations, reinventing itself repeatedly. All this stemmed from
Japan’s experience of the Second World War, and particularly the
atom bomb, which remains the single most iconic moment in the
foundation of contemporary Japan.

Impressive though all this might be, there is still something
slightly disturbing about it, on both a personal and a societal level.
For all Nagai’s supposed saintliness, he was not a �gure without
controversy. There were those who were appalled at his notion that
the atom bomb was some sort of gift from God, and many who
attended the Requiem Mass were reportedly angry at his
characterization of their dead families as ‘holy sacri�ces’ rather than
victims of an atrocity. There was also something suspect about
Nagai’s portrayal of Nagasaki as a symbol of martyred innocence.
Neither Nagasaki nor Japan was quite the ‘lamb without blemish’
they liked to believe they were: it was not ‘the sins of all nations’
that had started the war, but Japan’s sins. Nagai never quite made
the connection between his own unconditional support for the
wartime government and the crimes that were committed in Japan’s
name. This is a problem that has plagued the nation ever since:
alongside Japan’s collective martyrdom was an element of collective
guilt, but this is a notion that has never been embraced in the same
way, and still is not today.

In the long run, the miraculous rebirth of the nation after the war
was only ever a partial one. The Japanese might have reinvented
their economy, but neither the Americans nor the postwar
government ever managed to break up the cartels that had
controlled Japan’s wartime industrial system. None of the country’s
industrial leaders was ever brought to trial, despite the way they
had both paved the road to war and enjoyed huge pro�ts from it,
particularly from the use of slave labour. Throughout the postwar



period there has remained a strong sense that the Japanese
economic miracle was partly built on rotten foundations. Even in
the twenty-�rst century some of the most important Japanese
corporations – such as Mitsubishi, Mitsui and Nippon Steel – still
have to �ght court cases because of their alleged behaviour during
the Second World War.9

The Japanese also completely overhauled their political system
after the war: under American tutelage they dissolved their empire,
introduced a new constitution and granted women the vote for the
�rst time. And yet their highest symbol of authority remained the
emperor in whose name the war was fought. Some of the leading
political �gures who were responsible for the war either remained
in their positions throughout the immediate postwar years or were
returned to power soon after the Americans handed the reins back
to the Japanese. Indeed, one politician was elected to parliament for
the �rst time in 1952 on the back of his notoriety as a war criminal
who had escaped justice.10

While Japanese culture has also undergone a massive
transformation since 1945, in another sense the country has never
really been able to move on. According to one Japanese psychiatrist,
Japan’s manic pursuit of material gain in the second half of the
twentieth century was partly a way of hiding the scars of war. The
whole nation, says Noda Masaaki, has become adept at making
‘sophisticated-sounding excuses for ourselves’ in order to avoid an
honest confrontation with the issues of war and guilt. Even the
peace movement, with its narrative of Japanese victimhood, is
based on a form of denial. Japan today is ‘a culture that still refuses
to recognize its emotional wounds’: no matter how often the nation
has reinvented itself, it has never achieved a true spiritual rebirth
because it has never fully managed to embrace its wartime
responsibilities.11

The Rebirth of Nations



There is, of course, nothing unique in any of this. The myth of
resurrection has been a constant theme throughout the world ever
since the end of the war. If one takes a closer look at the metaphors
that were used by witnesses of the devastation in 1945, many of
them are far more hopeful than they immediately seem. The Last
Judgement, Gomorrah, Noah’s Flood, Vishnu’s scorching of the
universe – these are images not only of total destruction but also of
rebirth. The war may have brought about the end of the old world,
but it also promised the beginning of a new one, better and fairer
than the last. Regardless of whether this rebirth ever actually took
place, just the idea of it brought enormous hope and comfort to a
world population thoroughly demoralized by years of hardship,
violence and oppression.

Just about everyone had a vested interest in propagating this
myth of a new world rising from the ashes of the old. It certainly
chimed well with the victors. In his speeches to the nation,
President Truman underlined again and again the fact that the
American people were about to witness a ‘new era’, that they were
standing ‘on the threshold of a new world’, and that with the death
of the ‘world at war’ came the birth of a ‘world of peace’. On 16
August 1945, the day after Japan’s capitulation, he proclaimed,
‘This is the end of the grandiose schemes of the dictators to enslave
the peoples of the world, destroy their civilization, and institute a
new era of darkness and degradation. This day is a new beginning in
the history of freedom on this earth.’12 There could be no better
encapsulation of all the myths I have covered so far: the victory of
good over evil, the martyrdom of the world and, �nally, the
resurrection brought about by Allied heroes.

The USSR, meanwhile, was slower to embrace 1945 as the start of
something completely new. Soviet ideology had always emphasized
1917 as the USSR’s foundation year, and while the Second World
War remained a massive in�uence on all aspects of Soviet society, it
took a few decades before it eclipsed the symbolism of the October
Revolution. Nevertheless, by the late 1960s the Soviets had begun
producing hundreds of �lms, books and artworks devoted to the



war. Memorials and museums were opened all over the country and
the celebration of Victory Day became a major national event. The
principal narrative of the war was one of enormous loss leading to
eventual triumph: the people of the Soviet Union had been
slaughtered, but through their sacri�ce the nation had been not only
saved but also reborn to glorious victory.13

In the end, the Soviets adopted the same myths about the Second
World War that the communist parties in eastern Europe had
embraced all along. It was the war that had brought ‘the birth of a
new Czechoslovakia’, that had created ‘a magni�cent vision of a
new life’ in Yugoslavia and that had ‘burst the chains of the [East]
German people’.14 In a VE Day speech in 1985, the Albanian defence
minister, Prokop Murra, summed up the standard Communist view
in eastern Europe: the Second World War was ‘one of the greatest
events in world history, which dealt the irreparable blow to the
capitalist system, instigated the national liberation struggles,
marked the decline of colonialism and created a new ratio of forces
in favour of socialism and revolution’.15 Despite its vast legacy of
death and destruction, the war was never mourned by the
Communists it brought to power; rather it was celebrated as the
force that had ushered in a brave new world.16

The same was true in much of Africa and Asia, where nationalists
saw the war as a crucible out of which their states might be re-
forged, free from colonial rule. In a debate on independence at the
end of 1946 the future Indian prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru,
invoked the Second World War and its tumultuous aftermath as one
of the major factors in India’s rebirth:

We have just come out of the World War and people talk vaguely and rather wildly
of new wars to come. At such a moment this New India is taking birth – renascent,
vital, fearless. Perhaps it is a suitable moment for this new birth to take place out of
this turmoil in the world.17

Indonesia’s future president, Sukarno, was even clearer about the
way that the Second World War was responsible for forging his



nation. ‘Do not forget that we live in a time of war,’ he told a
government committee preparing for independence in June 1945:

It is during this time of war that we are going to establish the state of Indonesia – in
the midst of war’s thunder. I even utter thanks to God that we are going to establish
an Indonesian state not under a clear sky, but with the sound of the drums of war
and in the �re of warfare. Indonesia Merdeka [‘free Indonesia’] shall emerge a
tempered Indonesia, an Indonesia Merdeka tempered in the �re of war.18

There were similar sentiments in much of Southeast Asia, North
Africa and the Middle East where the war unleashed an unstoppable
wave of independence struggles. Because of the war, ‘everything has
changed and is changing’.19 Because of the war the moral imperative
for self-determination was growing across ‘the whole surface of the
earth’.20

Those with perhaps the greatest incentive to proclaim 1945 a
rebirth were the victims and the perpetrators of the war. Both had
good reason to want to put the past behind them and start anew. In
the war’s aftermath, nations like France, Belgium and the
Netherlands expended a great deal of political energy proclaiming
themselves not only reborn but also rendered stronger and more
uni�ed by their wartime experience. So compelling was this
communal longing for a return to stability and potency that we now
remember this time as a period of celebration, unity and rebuilding
in these countries, when in fact there was also a great deal of unrest
and violence for years after the war.21

In Germany, meanwhile, 1945 was proclaimed Stunde Null, a
phrase which can loosely be translated as ‘Year Zero’.22 This concept
expressed not only the fear that the country had been bombed back
into a kind of pre-Christian Dark Age, but also the hope that it could
make a new start: much like the Japanese, postwar Germans
fervently hoped that their recent past had been buried for ever
beneath the rubble. It is easy to criticize them for this, but in the
context of a world where most nations were announcing a new
beginning, it would have been highly unusual had Germany and



Japan not done likewise. Although German and Japanese motives
might have been very di�erent from those of other nations, Stunde
Null was a universal idea.

A Global Rebirth

While many countries adopted a myth of national rebirth after the
war, what is perhaps more interesting is the way that the same myth
was adopted internationally, even globally. It was not Japan or
France or India alone that was reborn, but the whole world: 1945
was a communal Year Zero and has remained such in our collective
imagination ever since. A world of violence, repression and evil had
been destroyed. And a new world, inspired by the values of the
Atlantic Charter and the United Nations, was created.

From the very beginning, however, this global vision came into
con�ict with the myths of individual nations. All of the national
myths that came out of the war depended, to varying degrees, on a
sense of victimization. France, Britain, America and all the other
Allies had been attacked by a monster, but had triumphed;
Communists were breaking free of the bonds of capitalism; colonial
countries were liberating themselves from the slave masters who
had oppressed them for centuries; and so on. But the international
myth of rebirth was quite di�erent. It imagined a future in which
there was not even the potential for such quarrels and con�icts: in
the new world we would all be governed by a mutual desire for
peace. In such a world we would experience both fraternity and
prosperity, the rule of law and the careful regulation of extreme
political and market forces. Nationalism, and all the irrational
passions it fostered, would gradually become redundant.

Perhaps the strongest expression of this new Utopia can be seen in
the foundation myths of today’s European Union, which has gone
further than any other international body to break down the barriers
between nations. EU leaders have always acclaimed the way in
which ‘the European Union was born from the ashes and rubble of



the Second World War’; indeed, it is di�cult to �nd a major
European document or statement by an EU leader that does not
make reference to the foundation of the new Europe as a reaction to
the war.23 From the very beginning, the EU was conceived not only
as a ‘new Europe’ but as a new kind of Europe, in which
catastrophes like the Second World War would no longer be
possible.24 In the words of Konrad Adenauer, Germany’s �rst
postwar Chancellor, and one of the founding fathers of the EU, the
postwar world was the ‘beginning of a new historical epoch’:

The age of national states has come to an end. Everyone must feel that a change has
taken place, that an era has vanished and that a new age is dawning in which men
will look beyond the borders of their own country and work in fraternal co-
operation with other nations for the true aims of humanity.25

What began as an economic partnership between France and
Germany quickly spread to include most of western Europe and,
since 1989, eastern Europe too. Many former Eastern Bloc countries
consider their Communist years as an e�ective continuation of the
Second World War: gaining membership of the European Union
became one of the main ways in which they could symbolically
leave the repression of the past behind, and join a new world of
‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’. Even today this founding myth remains
the central justi�cation for the expansion of the EU and ever closer
union between Europe’s member states.26

The very same ideas are expressed on a global level in the
foundation myths of the United Nations. The opening words of the
United Nations Charter state explicitly that the organization was set
up in 1945 in order to prevent another world war from bringing
‘untold sorrow to mankind’. As with the European Union, one is
hard pressed to �nd any major speech or document coming from the
UN that does not mention the fact that it was ‘born out of the ashes
of World War Two’, and that its founding purpose was to create a
new era of ‘peace and respect for human rights’ and to ‘spare the
world from another cataclysm’.27 To this day, the United Nations



Security Council chamber is dominated by a huge mural of a
phoenix rising from the rubble of warfare.

The Cost of Myth

None of the myths and legends I have described so far came from
nowhere. There was much truth in each of them: the vast
destruction that overtook large parts of Europe and Asia did indeed
resemble the end of the world; the war undeniably involved a great
deal of heroism, monstrousness and martyrdom; and the rebirth of
hope that occurred everywhere after 1945 was certainly miraculous.
But these truths are not the whole truth. They hide many of the
doubts and anxieties that the people of all nations su�ered while the
world was at war, and provide excuses for people today not to look
too closely at their history. We can only indulge in these myths –
which seem so absolute and clear-cut – by turning our eyes away
from the messy and morally ambiguous reality of what actually took
place during those terrible years.

Neither do any of these myths exist in isolation. One of the
reasons they have persisted so long is that, no matter how shaky
they are individually, as a group they support one another, amplify
one another. Our images of total devastation provide the perfect
backdrop for our folk memories of the Second World War as a
titanic struggle for the very soul of mankind. Our heroes are made
more heroic by the image of absolute evil against which they were
�ghting and our monsters are made more monstrous by our belief in
the unquali�ed innocence of the martyrs they tortured. Tying all
this together – the total destruction, the sel�ess heroism and the
in�nite su�ering – is our myth of the new world risen from the
ashes of the old. This is the �nal prize granted to our heroes and
martyrs: it ennobles their sacri�ce and makes all the su�ering seem
worthwhile. Taken all together, this network of myths represents a
belief system that has been adopted all over the world – with many
local variations, naturally, but nevertheless global.



It is important to acknowledge that a belief system like this takes
hold for good reason. During the war the belief in moral absolutes
was entirely necessary, because the crisis that confronted people all
over the world required them to take decisive action. The
mythology they adopted in the face of this crisis not only gave
individuals the courage and fortitude to meet the demands that
were being made of them, but also created the sense of unity that
was necessary for them to band together and �ght the war
successfully. In the process, however, these moral absolutes also
satis�ed deep emotional needs. There is nothing more gratifying
than knowing that you have right on your side, that you are �ghting
a good war against an evil that must be destroyed. While these
myths made perfect sense in 1945, therefore, there was also a
danger in them, because they allowed no room for subtlety, for
nuance – for doubt.

Today there are no practical reasons why we should hold on to
these myths. They are no longer necessary for our survival, as they
once were. We no longer need them to explain the unexplainable.
The world has moved on, but we have not: we have become stuck in
the same mindset that we indulged in 1945. And yet we show no
inclination to do anything about it. We simply accept our myths as
they are, for no better reason than that they are familiar, and
because they still ful�l the same emotional needs that we
experienced all those years ago: we crave the old wartime
certainties of good and evil, heroes and villains, monsters and
martyrs, which contrast so strongly with the day-to-day
uncertainties of our own contemporary lives. Thus, we nurture a
shameless nostalgia for the war, regardless of whether it is
appropriate or not, and we feel comforted by this nostalgia, even
when it risks rekindling the very �res that we fought so hard to
extinguish in 1945.

All of these myths contribute to the instabilities that continue to
plague our international system, even those that at �rst appear
relatively benign. It is easy to criticize our beliefs in heroes,
monsters and martyrs for the way they divide us, but the idea of the



world reborn like a phoenix in 1945 is also suspect. It is sometimes
di�cult to acknowledge this, because it frustrates some of our most
cherished desires. We want to imagine the myth of rebirth as a
positive force, full of healing and forgiveness. We want to believe
that a line can be drawn under all the violence, and that we can rise
above our past without resentment or regret. But when these values
are imposed upon society without a proper examination of the
events we are leaving behind, it is both dishonest and unhealthy.
Noble as it is to let bygones be bygones, the insistence that we have
moved on, that we have been cleansed by our rebirth after the war,
denies us the opportunity to mourn what was lost, or acknowledge
our culpability.

For the people who emerged from the shadow of war in 1945, none
of this was yet an issue. Of all the myths that came out of this time,
the one that was not yet fully formed was precisely this myth of
rebirth. As the bombs stopped falling and people all over the world
took to the streets to celebrate the end of the war, the image of the
phoenix rising from the ashes was not yet a myth but a very real
hope that lived in the hearts of millions. As people’s thoughts turned
to rebuilding, it was only natural that new luminaries would step
forward, with visions of new ways of living, new relationships and
new forms of expression. Much of the rest of this book will concern
itself with the dreams of freedom that they had, and how they were
both realized and frustrated amidst the other after-e�ects of the
war.

But within these dreams there were also nightmares. From the
very beginning, the new world always seemed painfully fragile,
because what had been destroyed once could easily be destroyed
again. The fear of repetition was one that haunted everyone the
world over. Perhaps the most eloquent expression of that fear came
from the new Indian prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, in 1949:

If you look back during the last thirty years or more which have comprised two wars
and the period between these wars, you will �nd the same cries, changing slightly



with the changed situation of course, but nevertheless the same cries, the same
approaches, the same fears and suspicions and the same arming on all sides and war
coming. The same talk of this being the last war, the �ght for democracy and all the
rest of it is heard on every side. And then the war ends, but the same con�icts
continue and again the same preparation for war. Then another war comes …
Nobody and no country wants war. As war becomes more and more terrible they
want it still less. Yet some past evil or karma or some destiny goes on pushing
people in a particular direction, towards the abyss, and they go through the same
arguments and they perform the same gestures like automatons.28

The true message of the end of the war was, therefore, not only
one of freedom but also one of fear. With the dawn of the atomic
age, the world could no longer a�ord to follow the endless cycle of
destruction and rebuilding that had characterized the worlds that
had gone before. After Hiroshima and Nagasaki everyone knew that
the next global war might result in an actual, rather than a
symbolic, apocalypse.



PART II

Utopias



6. Science

If any one group felt themselves burdened in 1945 with both the
world’s dreams and its nightmares, it was the scientists who had
spent the war years working on the atomic bomb.

One of these scientists was Eugene Rabinowitch, a Russian-born
chemist. Rabinowitch had already experienced some of the most
turbulent events of the twentieth century. As a young man he had
been forced to �ee St Petersburg in the wake of the Russian
Revolution. Later he had also �ed Germany to escape anti-Semitic
persecution at the hands of the Nazis. In 1938, when Europe was on
the brink of war, he joined the general exodus of European scientists
for America. But it was his time as a senior chemist on the
Manhattan Project in Chicago, at the height of the war, that would
most change his life. Rabinowitch was only one of hundreds of
scientists employed to research and build nuclear weapons – but the
experience, and the consequences of the discoveries that he and his
fellow scientists made, would haunt him for the rest of his days.1

Rabinowitch was �rst invited to join the atomic bomb project in
1943 by James Franck, a Nobel laureate he had worked with in
Germany before the war. He �rst expressed his doubts about a
nuclear future shortly afterwards. He would go for long walks with
Franck or other senior scientists such as Leo Szilard, and discuss his
worries in hushed tones. While he understood the urgent need to
build the bomb, he strongly felt that the American establishment
was failing to consider the long-term implications of what they were
doing. The secrets of nuclear power could not remain an American
monopoly for long. Once other nations also discovered these
‘secrets’ a new arms race was bound to ensue. The consequences of



such an arms race, if it were ever allowed to get out of control, were
unthinkable.

In the spring of 1945 Rabinowitch’s concerns gained a new
urgency: it was an open secret amongst the scientists that an atom
bomb would soon be ready for testing. That June, a committee was
hastily set up to consider the social and political implications of
nuclear weaponry, particularly if it were used in the war against
Japan. Rabinowitch would become one of the principal authors of
its report.

‘It was unbearably hot in Chicago at that time,’ he remembered
years later. ‘As I walked through the streets of the city, I was
overcome by the vision of crashing skyscrapers under a �aming sky.
Something had to be done to warn humanity. Whether on account
of the heat or my own inward excitement, I could not sleep that
night. I began writing our report long before daybreak. James
Franck had given me a draft of one and a half pages as his
contribution. But my own treatment of the matter became very
much more detailed.’2

The ‘Franck Report’, as it has come to be known, made two very
carefully reasoned points.3 Firstly, the advent of nuclear power
represented to mankind not only an opportunity but also a greater
threat than had ever before existed. If the nations of the world were
to avoid a future arms race, it was essential that America give up its
temporary monopoly on the atom bomb and help instead to set up
an international body with the power to control atomic energy for
the good of all mankind.

Secondly, it argued, the bomb should not be used in an
‘unannounced attack’ on Japan, since this would seriously
undermine the possibility of any international agreement on atomic
energy ever being reached. It would be far better if the bomb were
demonstrated to the world openly – perhaps in an uninhabited
desert or barren island. That way, Japan might be frightened into
surrender without the need for a massive loss of life. If the Japanese
military insisted upon continuing the war despite such a
demonstration, the bomb could still be used against them.



The scientists’ report was delivered to Washington with some
urgency, but the US government simply ignored it. ‘We waited for
some reaction, and we waited and waited,’ Rabinowitch later
remembered. ‘We had the feeling we could have dropped the report
into Lake Michigan.’4 Less than two months later, atomic bombs
were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, bringing the war to its
sudden, climactic close. While the rest of the world celebrated,
many members of the scienti�c establishment were plunged
immediately into a deep gloom.

In the following months Rabinowitch decided to dedicate himself
to publicizing their fears. He and a fellow scientist, Hyman
Goldsmith, set up a new journal called the Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists, whose purpose was ‘to awaken the public to full
understanding of the horrendous reality of nuclear weapons, and of
their far-reaching implications for the future of mankind’.5 In the
coming years, as the uno�cial mouthpiece of the ‘scientists
movement’, Rabinowitch’s journal would become a voice of
conscience for the atomic age. It would publish articles by the
world’s leading physicists – such as Albert Einstein, J. Robert
Oppenheimer, Niels Bohr and Edward Teller – but also included
among its contributors were several philosophers and sociologists
(Bertrand Russell and Raymond Aron), politicians (Henry J.
Morgenthau and Andrei Gromyko), economists (Abba P. Lerner) and
even theologians (Reinhold Niebuhr). Every aspect of the atom
bomb and its consequences was discussed and dissected in the hope
of ‘scaring men into rationality’.6



Eugene Rabinowitch, atomic scientist and long-time voice of conscience for the nuclear
age.

By Rabinowitch’s own admission, the hopes embodied in his
journal were always likely to be dashed. Talks between the
superpowers to internationalize atomic energy �nally broke down in
1948. The following year, the Soviet Union detonated its own
nuclear bomb and, just as Rabinowitch had feared, an arms race
quickly started, one that would eventually include Britain, France,
China, India, Pakistan, Israel and – well into the twenty-�rst century
– North Korea. In the seventy years after the �rst atomic bomb test
in 1945, some 125,000 warheads were built and deployed all over



the world. Despite the best e�orts of international bodies like the
UN and the International Atomic Energy Agency, Eugene
Rabinowitch’s fears about nuclear proliferation were eventually
con�rmed.7

And yet he never abandoned his faith that science still
represented the best hope for mankind – not only in unlocking the
secrets of the universe, but also in the way that scientists
everywhere insisted on ignoring the quarrels of politicians and
collaborating with one another. ‘The scope of the scienti�c
revolution of our time is so immense, and so pregnant with still
greater future potentialities, that it is transforming the very bases of
human existence,’ he wrote in later life. ‘Our era may appear, to a
myopic mind … as an era of alienation in which mankind has
become separated as never before … but to future generations it will
appear as an era of beginning world-wide co-operation of mankind.’8

The revelation of atomic power in 1945 produced a global sense of
shock that is hard to appreciate today. When President Truman
announced the dropping of the bomb on Hiroshima, the world’s
media was entirely unprepared for the story, and did not know how
to respond. The power of the bomb, the sheer scale and expense of
America’s secret project to build it, the possibility of an end to the
war – all of these subjects vied for headline space. But what
garnered most attention was Truman’s comment that scientists had
succeeded in ‘harnessing the basic power of the universe’. This one
line, which was reproduced in newspapers all over the world,
seemed to capture everyone’s imagination.

One of the �rst people to describe the combined sense of shock
and wonder produced by the events of that summer was the
American novelist E. B. White. ‘For the �rst time in our lives we can
feel the disturbing vibrations of complete human readjustment,’ he
wrote in the New Yorker just two weeks after the bombing of
Hiroshima. ‘Usually the vibrations are so faint as to go unnoticed.
This time they are so strong that even the ending of a war is
overshadowed.’ Other writers were quick to agree. ‘In an instant,



without warning,’ claimed Time magazine two days later, ‘the
present had become the unthinkable future.’ With the atom bomb’s
�rst explosion, claimed another journalist, ‘your world and mine,
the world we knew, came to an end. A new world was born in that
mountain of �re.’9

Man harnesses the ‘basic power of the universe’: Bikini Atoll, 1946.

While everyone agreed that something fundamental had changed,
there was no consensus over whether this was a good or a bad
thing. In America, there very quickly arose a strong polarization
between those who regarded atomic power as a new dawn for
mankind and those who feared it would lead to Armageddon.

Prominent amongst the former group was William Laurence of
The New York Times, the only journalist who had been given access
to the Manhattan Project while it was still secret. In September 1945
he wrote a series of articles in which he likened the advent of the
atomic age to a spiritual awakening. By harnessing this power, he
claimed, mankind had found ‘the veritable “Philosopher’s Stone” …
a key to the fountainhead of the very power that keeps the universe
going’.10 He also described the �rst atom bomb test in the New



Mexico desert, which he himself had witnessed: ‘One felt as though
he had been privileged to witness the Birth of the World – to be
present at the moment of Creation when the Lord said: Let There be
Light!’11

A variety of other American journalists likewise proclaimed the
birth of a new age. Atomic power, they suggested, brought the
opportunity to ‘abolish war’, to usher in a future of ‘inexhaustible’
power and ‘unlimited wealth’, and even create ‘an earthly
paradise’.12 In 1946 Time magazine’s Gerald Wendt went so far as to
suggest that atomic power would one day be available in ‘capsule
form’, and man would no longer want for anything: ‘Then at last
science will have freed the human race not only from disease,
famine, and early death, but also from poverty and work.’13

At the same time, however, other prominent thinkers could not
help imagining an altogether darker future. Max Lerner, writing in
PM, was one of many who saw in atomic power the threat of a
‘world of which the fascists have been long dreaming, in which a
small pitiless elite could hold the power of life and death over the
large mass of mankind’.14 Jean-Paul Sartre considered the atom
bomb, ‘the negation of man’; Einstein called the new situation ‘the
most terrible danger in which man has ever found himself’; while
General Carl Spaatz, the US Air Force chief who had overseen the
bombing of Japan, foresaw a future in which an atomic war ‘may
end in the most tragic of paradoxes: the good society, in attempting
to destroy evil, may destroy itself’.15

Many other parts of the world expressed their hopes and fears
about this new scienti�c wonder in similarly Manichean terms.
Typical was the reporting of Britain’s Picture Post, which brought out
a special edition at the end of August 1945 focusing on the
implications of the bomb. ‘The harnessing of atomic energy is
probably the greatest event of our lifetimes,’ the opening article
claimed, one that ‘opens up wide new horizons of both hope and
horror’. The cover showed a haunting photograph of a child on a
beach in twilight, with the caption ‘Dawn – Or Dusk?’16 The
Illustrated Weekly of India likewise ran stories on how mankind



might ‘destroy itself in the last and most frightful of wars; or it may
live henceforth in a Utopia like the dreams of Edward Bellamy’.
Within a few weeks of the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki it was
already imagining ‘limitless quantities of power … at a cost so low
that for all practical purposes it would be free’ – but at the same
time ran articles about how such power might endanger the whole
‘economic and industrial future of the world’.17

In the following years this polarization of views manifested itself
in almost every nation. In the Soviet Union there was a virtual news
blackout about the bomb until the Soviets themselves had created
one: at which point it was hailed as a triumph of socialism that
heralded a new era of unlimited power for all. In Germany the
opposing views of the nuclear age depended on which half of the
country one lived in: the destructive potential of atomic power was
emphasized in the West while socialist ideals of a utopian atomic
future were more often emphasized in the East. In Japan, which
eventually embraced nuclear technology despite its awful wartime
experience, the dichotomy was between ‘evil’ military uses of
nuclear power and ‘good’ civilian ones. Smaller countries,
meanwhile, often saw themselves as helpless bystanders in a world
of atomic superpowers. In the Netherlands, for example, the atomic
age was often portrayed as a force of nature which had driven
mankind to a crossroads: whichever road they went down, whether
the road to doom or the road to paradise, the people of the
Netherlands would be swept along without much choice.18





Soviet propaganda, like this cartoon from the early 1960s, pushed the dream of ‘Peace,
progress and communism’ through nuclear power. America, meanwhile, is depicted as a
frustrated warmonger, impotently clutching its Cold War weaponry.

This polarized picture of science and scientists was partly a result of
the way that they have always been regarded in the popular
imagination, which throughout history has demonized its Fausts and
Frankensteins even as it has celebrated its Galileos and Newtons.19

But it was also a result of the prevailing myths that were �rst taking
shape at the end of the war – of Armageddon followed by rebirth, of
heroes and monsters, of sin and redemption. The astonishing
progress of nuclear physics in the space of just a few short years,
and the dramatic and violent way in which it was revealed to the
world, �tted in very neatly with all of these ideas.

But what about the other sciences? How were chemistry, biology,
mathematics, technology and so on viewed in the aftermath of the
war? The answer is that they also slotted themselves into the same
myths as nuclear physics, but with a di�erent and much more
hopeful emphasis. To be sure, these sciences had also produced their
fair share of monsters during the war – people like the Nazi
eugenicist Josef Mengele and the many Japanese doctors and
researchers who conducted human experiments in China. The
engines of destruction they created, while not as dramatic as the
atom bomb, could be no less devastating: it is estimated, for
example, that the Japanese killed more than half a million people in
China through their innovations in bacteriological warfare.20 But on
the whole, the stories about science that took hold after 1945 were
not of monsters but of heroes, and not of destruction but of rebirth
and redemption. The sheer volume of scienti�c discovery that had
taken place during the war, and its seemingly miraculous uses in the
years that followed, underlined the message that 1945 was the start
of a brand-new world.

The Second World War had changed the face of science. The new
sense of urgency it had engendered, the sudden government
intervention and the injection of vast amounts of public money had



transformed the pace at which all kinds of scienti�c discoveries
were made. The progress in aeronautical engineering, for example,
was almost as incredible as that of nuclear science. In 1939 pilots of
all nations were still routinely �ying biplanes; but by 1945 they
were �ying jets. Helicopters, which had been mere oddities before
the war, were being mass produced by the end of it. Likewise,
rocketry was still relatively unsophisticated at the start of the war,
but by 1945 mankind was already capable of sending missiles to the
edge of space. It was the war itself that created these wonders. Often
the basic technology had already existed before the con�ict – the
�rst ever jet plane, for example, was �own in Germany on 27
August 1939, just a few days before the war in Europe began – but
it was the war that provided the incentive to develop and re�ne
such inventions to the point where they were capable of
transforming our understanding of the world.21

In the �elds of medicine and disease prevention, similar quantum
leaps were also made. The treatment of burns and physical trauma
was transformed – largely because army surgeons had so much
practice dealing with them. But other advances came out of the pure
determination inspired by the war e�ort. The wartime development
of penicillin is a perfect example. Discovered by Alexander Fleming
in 1929, and developed by Howard Florey and Ernst Chain in the
late 1930s, penicillin was still little more than a medical curiosity at
the beginning of the war. In 1941, the commercial production of
penicillin in the USA was zero; by the end of the war, as a result of a
massive e�ort to research, re�ne and develop the drug, American
manufacturers were producing over 646 billion units of penicillin
per month. This only came about because of an unprecedented
collaboration between British and American scientists, between
governments and commercial interests and even between rival
companies. Just ten days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, for
example, a meeting of American drug companies agreed to share
their research with the US government, to which the US government
responded by heavily subsidizing that research, and even �nancing
the construction of penicillin plants. The subsequent development of



other breakthrough antibiotics, such as streptomycin, was a
consequence of such work.22

The history of the insecticide DDT followed the same pattern. Like
penicillin, it had been discovered before the war – but only when
tens of thousands of Allied troops began contracting malaria in the
Paci�c theatre did the US government see the need to fund its use
on a wide scale. By 1945 it was being sprayed from low-�ying
aeroplanes wherever Allied soldiers in that theatre were stationed.
After the liberation of Manila and Singapore it was sprayed
routinely over the entire cities in order to protect the civilian
population from disease: appreciative newspaper journalists from
the Straits Times hailed it as a ‘boon to humanity’. It was also used
during the liberation of prisons and concentration camps to kill the
lice that carried typhoid. Though its disastrous environmental
e�ects would be revealed in the late 1960s and 1970s, it was largely
due to DDT that the epidemics that everyone feared in the wake of
the war never materialized.23

Computer technology also made several leaps as a result of the
war. In 1941 Konrad Zuse built the world’s �rst programmable
digital computer, the Z3, which was used by the German Aircraft
Research Institute to perform complex calculations related to
aircraft design. In Britain, meanwhile, even more powerful
computers were being created to decipher encrypted German
messages. The most important of these was Thomas Flowers’s
Colossus – a huge machine, funded by the British Post O�ce
Research Station, which was capable of processing thousands of
characters of coded messages per second. The mathematician Alan
Turing, regarded by some as the father of modern computing, was
closely involved in the design of this and other decryption
machines. At the same time, American scientists John Mauchly and
J. Presper Eckert were working on a yet more powerful computer at
the University of Pennsylvania. The Electronic Numerical Integrator
and Computer (ENIAC) was, once again, built speci�cally for the
war: its original purpose was to make complicated artillery
calculations.24 Such machines would probably have been created



anyway, in the fullness of time, but the urgency of the war, and the
willingness of governments to provide much needed funding, vastly
accelerated their development.

The sheer volume and pace of scienti�c experiment during the
war produced all kinds of results, some of which would turn out to
have distinctly non-military uses. For example in 1945 an American
engineer named Percy Spencer was visiting a lab where cavity
magnetrons were being tested, when he noticed that the peanut bar
in his pocket had begun to melt. Cavity magnetrons were the central
component in Allied air-to-ground radar, which worked by
producing microwaves. Curious to �nd out more, Spencer sent a boy
out to buy a packet of corn: when he placed it near the magnetron,
the corn began to pop. The next day a further experiment ended up
with an egg exploding all over the face of one of the lab technicians.
Thus, out of wartime research, one of the greatest innovations in
domestic technology was born: today, cavity magnetrons are no
longer used in radar sets, but millions of them are produced each
year for use in microwave ovens.25

Another household innovation was brought about by wartime
research into plastics. American scientist Harry Coover was trying to
discover a new kind of clear plastic that could be used for precision
gunsights when he stumbled upon a group of substances called
cyanoacrylates. They were useless for gunsights, because they were
so sticky that they ended up being totally impractical. But after the
war they were put to good use as the basis of superglue.26

It was not only trained scientists and engineers who made such
discoveries during the war: sometimes innovation came from the
most surprising sources. Hedy Lamarr, for example, was best known
as a Hollywood actress and pin-up girl – ‘the world’s most beautiful
woman’, as she was routinely called by MGM studios. But in 1942
she proved that she was far more than just a pretty face when she
and a composer friend came up with a new idea for the US Navy’s
guided torpedo systems. The radio transmissions that controlled the
torpedoes could be jammed – but if these transmissions could be
made to continually hop from one frequency to another, jamming



them would be impossible. Her idea was not taken up by the
American authorities, who told her that she could better serve the
war e�ort by entertaining the troops – but it later became the basis
of the ‘spread spectrum’ technology used by the vast majority of
today’s GPS, Bluetooth, wireless systems and mobile phones.27

The list of new ideas and new technologies that came out of the
war is seemingly endless. Radio wave research not only produced
the chain of radar stations that saved Britain from German attack in
1940 but also led to huge leaps forward in aircraft navigation,
guided missiles and stealth technology. Nuclear research created
new isotopes that could be used in medicine for radiotherapy.
Perhaps one of the most important developments was the way that
the war had suddenly made physics so glamorous, opening doors for
physicists to move into other areas of science, such as biology. One
such pair was Maurice Wilkins, a physicist from New Zealand who
had worked on radar research during the war, and Francis Crick,
who had worked on the design of magnetic mines. Their switch to
biological research after the war bore fruit when, eight years later,
they were amongst the small group of researchers who revealed the
structure of DNA.

That so many of these scienti�c and technological innovations
took place in Britain and the United States is also partly thanks to
the war. The USA in particular was probably the only nation in the
developed world that was both relatively una�ected by the war and
had the resources to fund the sort of detailed, large-scale research
needed to produce quick results. Since it was almost entirely beyond
the reach of an invasion force, or even of German or Japanese
bombers, it was a far better venue for sensitive research than
anywhere in Europe or Asia, and so scientists and technicians
�ocked from all over the world to join American scienti�c
institutions. Many of these people stayed after the war was over.
While other countries were expending their resources on rebuilding
damaged infrastructure, the USA could a�ord to continue investing
massively in scienti�c research and technological development. That
America continues to fund and produce more innovation than



almost anywhere else, even today, is at least partly due to the way it
stole a march on the rest of the world during and after the war
years.

But it was not only in Britain and America that the scienti�c
developments of the war inspired hopes of a new world of plenty for
all. In the Soviet Union wartime research led to advances in
antibiotics, rocket research and nuclear technology that sometimes
put the West in the shade. Prominent Soviet o�cials, including the
premier, Nikolai Bulganin, were so inspired that they began talking
of ‘a new scienti�c-technical and industrial revolution, far
surpassing in its signi�cance the industrial revolutions connected
with the appearance of steam and electricity’.28 From the mid-�fties
onwards, the Soviet popular press began to present fantastic visions
of progress in industry, medicine and agriculture – not as utopian
dreams but as current events.29

There seemed to be no bounds to scienti�c potential in the
postwar world. Long before the USSR put the �rst man into space
Soviet scientists were predicting the exploration of the solar system
and beyond in ‘photon rockets’ whose speed they imagined would
‘come close to that of light’.30 In Germany, newspaper stories shortly
after the war claimed that radiation would soon be able to preserve
food, cure mental illness and even reverse the ageing process. As
early as 1946, the Neue Berliner Illustrierte ran a story predicting the
advent of spacecraft capable of taking a man to the moon in just
three hours and twenty-seven minutes.31 Meanwhile, Indian
newspapers painted dreams of express trains that would run from
Bombay to Calcutta in only an hour, of the conversion of deserts
into oases and the North Pole into a holiday resort, and even the
creation of new forms of life.32

It is important to remember that these visions were conjured up
not by scientists but by journalists and politicians, as well as
ordinary people, many of whom were simply carried away by the
general sense of optimism that came out of the end of the war. Most
scientists did what they could to rein in this optimism, especially



when it came to the more absurd predictions about the future.
Albert Einstein, for example, warned the world in November 1945
that no practical bene�ts from nuclear power would be seen ‘for a
long time’, while the Russian-American physicist George Gamow
poured cold water on the idea of atomic cars or aeroplanes on the
grounds that they would be completely impractical: the nuclear
reactors needed to power such vehicles would have to be huge, and
encased in many tons of lead to absorb the radiation. ‘Don’t expect a
pellet of uranium 235 to drive your car for a year,’ warned Otto
Frisch, who had worked at Los Alamos on the �rst atom bombs. ‘A
few minutes’ ride in this car would be enough to kill you.’33

If their message did not always get through it was partly because
the scientists themselves had become part of the myth. The
American press often referred to them as ‘Titans’ and ‘gods’, the
creators of the new world into which mankind was being born. The
atomic scientists in particular were often compared to Prometheus,
the Titan who, according to Greek legend, gave �re to mankind.
(This superhuman quality is still often associated with them today:
for example, a Pulitzer Prize-winning biography of Robert
Oppenheimer in 2005 called him the ‘American Prometheus’.34)
These men were venerated not only in America but throughout the
world, both because of the wonders they had achieved and because
the world had an unquenchable thirst for heroes after the war. After
all the years of terror and uncertainty people everywhere wanted
desperately to believe in the birth of something new and wonderful.
As the men who would bring this new world into being, scientists
would be venerated, whether they wanted to be or not.

It was in this atmosphere that Eugene Rabinowitch launched his
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, a journal that consistently
highlighted the threat of nuclear doom over nuclear Utopia, and
which portrayed scientists not as gods but as ordinary, concerned
human beings who were just as much at the mercy of governments
and world forces as everyone else.



Lea�ng through the pages of this journal today reveals just about
every major issue that concerned the scientists of the 1940s and 50s,
and which, through them, found its way into the consciousness of
the public at large. The breakthroughs of the war years were justly
celebrated, but the question was also asked whether they had come
at a cost. So many scientists had been taken out of their usual jobs
to work on the war e�ort that just as many discoveries might well
have been delayed by the war as had been accelerated by it. William
Shockley, for example, who is regarded by many as the founding
father of Silicon Valley, abandoned his Nobel Prize-winning research
on semiconductors for several years in order to work on anti-
submarine warfare. In the pages of the Bulletin, Robert Oppenheimer
insisted the war had ‘a temporarily disastrous e�ect on the
prosecution of pure science’.35

The journal also criticized the utilitarian way that society always
praised the revolutionary technologies that were now transforming
people’s lives, but remained suspicious of pure science conceived in
ivory towers. In an editorial in 1951, Rabinowitch claimed that the
world seemed to regard science as ‘a magic bird whose golden eggs
everybody wants, but whose free �ight into regions inaccessible to
most makes it a suspect creature’. He argued passionately that
scientists should be left alone to work on obscure, ethereal ideas –
regardless of whether they had any obvious immediate applications
for society – otherwise, ‘after a while there will be no more golden
eggs’.36 Other scientists agreed. In later life, Ernst Chain was
adamant that he would never have been able to make his initial
breakthroughs with penicillin in the goal-obsessed atmosphere that
was inspired by the war, and which continued long afterwards.
What scientists most longed for was freedom.37

The journal criticized the politicization of science in America,
where budgets were more or less controlled by the military. And it
criticized the politicization of science in the Soviet Union, where
bogus ideas like Tro�m Lysenko’s warped view of genetics were
propagated for no better reason than that they chimed with Stalinist
theory. It argued for the continuing collaboration of scientists across



this Cold War divide, and championed the Pugwash Conferences on
Science and World A�airs (where, incidentally, Russian-speaking
Rabinowitch would often have to act as the mediator between
Soviet and Western scientists).

But, most of all, the Bulletin agonized over the way that science
should interact with society as a whole. Should scientists be held
responsible for the inventions they produced? Should they involve
themselves in helping to mould a new society, based on scienti�c
principles? Had humanity now reached a point where it was no
longer able to cope with the enormity of scienti�c discovery without
the creation of a world body, indeed a world government, to oversee
it?38

Permeating these ideas was the agonizing suspicion that scientists
had unwittingly unleashed forces that mankind was not yet ready
for, and which might have been better left undiscovered. As Robert
Oppenheimer famously observed, perhaps with a sense of guilt over
the way he himself had swaggered after the atom bomb test at
Alamogordo, ‘In some sort of crude sense which no vulgarity, no
humor, no overstatement can quite extinguish, the physicists have
known sin; and this is a knowledge which they cannot lose.’39 In the
years immediately following the war a profusion of scientists
publicly repented of their work on the atomic bomb project, and
bemoaned the fact that their new-found celebrity was partly due to
their having been ‘brilliant collaborators with death’.40 The aim of
this new ‘scientists movement’, of which Eugene Rabinowitch and
his journal were a major part, was to push the world into creating a
new and better society – not a technological Utopia of anti-ageing
pills and nuclear cars, but a more conventional social Utopia of
international cooperation and understanding.

They failed. Nevertheless their e�orts did a�ord three important
bene�ts for the development of the postwar world.

Firstly, they provided the West in general, and America in
particular, with a much-needed voice of conscience. The Allies had
not always behaved well during the war, no matter how good their
original intentions had been, and it was important for the health of



society that this was acknowledged in some way. For various
reasons, mainstream society appeared to feel no moral outrage or
guilt at what the Allies had done, preferring to remember the war in
purely triumphalist terms. Eugene Rabinowitch’s scientists
movement at least provided an outlet for those who were ready to
confront some of the darker episodes of the Allied war e�ort.41

Secondly, they did more than anyone else to preserve the
reputation of science and scientists for the rest of the century. It is
human nature to expect our heroes to be �awless, and to despise
them once we discover that they are not. By voluntarily stepping
down from the pedestal on which the world had placed them in
1945, and confessing their ‘sins’ in public, they won far greater
admiration than they would have done had they merely basked in
their own temporary glory. Men like Rabinowitch worked tirelessly
to demonstrate that science and society were inextricably linked,
and had a responsibility to one another that was far more important
than any idle dreams of Utopia.

And �nally, they established once and for all the necessity of
scientists to consider the moral implications of what they were
doing. The Second World War, more than any other in modern
history, was a moral war, in that it united almost everyone in a
general understanding of what was right and what was wrong. The
world that emerged from the war contained the seeds of a new
morality, and a new spirituality, that was shared by people across
the globe. Eugene Rabinowitch, and the movement of which he was
a part, ensured that science and scientists would remain deeply
attached to this new moral sense, which had been temporarily lost
in the madness of the war.



7. Planned Utopias

The scienti�c and technological innovations that took place during
the war would never have happened without government
involvement. The atomic bomb project was a perfect example of
well-directed state power: the American government had set
themselves a goal, poured money and expertise into reaching it, and
had ended up transforming the world. There were many other
instances that were almost as impressive. In Britain, for example,
the wartime government had imposed the world’s most
comprehensive system of food rationing: this had not only
conserved vital food supplies during the war but also ensured that
everyone, rich or poor, received a scienti�cally balanced diet.
Despite terrible shortages of most foodstu�s, infant mortality rates
actually declined in wartime Britain, as did deaths in the wider
population from a variety of diseases.1

Such successes, bolstered by the great victory of the war itself,
immediately raised the question – if central planning by the state
could bring triumph in war, could it not also bring triumph in
peace? If the old laissez-faire economics of the 1920s and 30s had
led to collapse, depression and ultimately to the war itself, was it
not time now for the state to step in and make sure that similar
catastrophes would never happen again? And why stop at economic
reform? Could the state – should the state – use its power to make
society fairer, more equal, better for everyone?

In the idealistic atmosphere of 1945, the clamour for greater
government involvement in society was impossible to ignore. In
war-torn Europe it was not only Communists who pushed for state-
led reform, but also many conservatives and Christian Democrats. In



other parts of the world the calls came equally from American New
Dealers, from Asian and African nationalists, and from Latin
America’s right-wing populists. Experts of all political persuasions
likewise wished to harness the power of the state, from scientists
like Britain’s J. D. Bernal and America’s Edward Teller to economists
like John Maynard Keynes and Jean Monnet. All of these people
believed passionately in the power of the state to transform our lives
for the better.

And yet, as the war had demonstrated, there were just as many
dangers in state solutions as there were bene�ts. Had not the belief
in a strong centralized state also been one of the foundation stones
of Nazism, Stalinism and Japanese militarism? Those who pursued
state solutions to the world’s problems could sometimes be quite
fanatical – as could those who opposed them. In the aftermath of the
war, the old arguments between those who believed in the sanctity
of the individual and those who believed in the transformative
power of the collective were resurrected. But it was the centralizers
who now won out more than they ever had before – sometimes with
quite startling results.

One should always beware of visions of Utopia – not because
paradise-on-earth is impossible, but because the single-minded
pursuit of that paradise represents, for society, a kind of death. ‘The
whole is the false’, as the German philosopher Theodor Adorno
wrote in 1944. In other words, any system that believes itself to be
the single answer to all our problems can only do so by denying all
the myriad other answers and possibilities – including all the other
Utopias – that also exist alongside it.2

One man who spent a lifetime struggling against various
totalitarian dogmas was the Italian architect Giancarlo De Carlo,
and the story of his life provides a lesson in how di�cult it was to
resist grand utopian plans during the turbulent years in the middle
of the twentieth century.

De Carlo was born in Genoa in 1919, and grew up in a world
dominated by ideological con�ict. He was barely a toddler when



Mussolini seized control of Italy, and though he went away to live
with his grandparents in Tunisia for several years, he could never
escape the polarized atmosphere that hung over the Italian
community, and indeed Europe as a whole. By the time he was an
adult he was well versed in the Fascist obsession with greatness, its
fetishization of violence and its fanatical belief in the strong over
the weak. De Carlo found these ideas abhorrent, and surrounded
himself with people who felt likewise. Some of these acquaintances
had their own ideologies – socialism, anarchism, communism – and
could also sometimes be quite fanatical; but in De Carlo’s mind none
of them were anything like as dangerous as those who held the reins
of power.3

When the war broke out in 1939, De Carlo was studying for a
degree in structural engineering, but was gradually becoming more
fascinated by a related discipline – that of architecture. Some of his
friends were architects, and he found himself increasingly inspired
by the ideas they discussed with him. They introduced him to the
writings of Le Corbusier, which he found intoxicating – the sense of
hope they exuded, the belief in a better life for all, and especially
the unshakeable faith that one could change the world just by
changing people’s environments. ‘I was looking for an activity that
would allow me to … tak[e] part in the transformation of society
through creative activity,’ he explained in later life. ‘I realized that
architecture could o�er that opportunity.’4 He resolved to start a
course in architecture just as soon as he had completed his
engineering degree.

Unfortunately, the Fascist authorities had other ideas: having
allowed him to �nish one degree without being called up for war
service, they were not about to allow him to start another. On the
day after he enrolled for his architecture course he was summoned
to start training for a post in the navy. Thus, in 1943, he was sent to
Greece, where he found himself �ghting for a cause that he did not
believe in, in support of a government that he actively opposed.

De Carlo served four months in naval convoys, sleeping on deck
and always expecting to be attacked by British planes. Unlike the



ugly �ghting that was taking place on the Greek mainland, the war
at sea was relatively straightforward, as were his duties on the ship.
Nevertheless, there was something deeply disturbing about seeing
the Nazi �ag �ying over the Acropolis. As soon as he was posted
back to Milan he decided it was time to take a much more active
role against fascism. Still in uniform, he joined a Resistance group
called the Movimento di Unità Proletaria, and began delivering anti-
Fascist lea�ets around local factories. Had he been caught he would
immediately have been court-martialled and probably executed. But
he was naive and oblivious to the risks – to him it seemed almost
like a game.

After Mussolini fell, and the Germans took control of Italy, the
game suddenly became more serious. He and a few others �ed to
the hills above Lake Como. They hoped they might forge a massive
resistance along with other former military men, but ‘contrary to
what was said afterwards there were very few of us’.5 The partisan
war had begun.

As they slowly gathered recruits, De Carlo often found himself
with time on his hands. He had taken with him two books – Alfred
Roth’s Die Neue Architektur and Le Corbusier’s Oeuvre Complète – and
he would spend hours sketching elevations and details from the
photographs inside. Sometimes he would gather together new
recruits in an abandoned farmhouse and, after explaining the
guerrilla war situation to them, give lectures on architecture and the
possibilities that it o�ered to society. But when the National
Liberation Committee (CLN) learned of this, he was told to stop. The
CLN was dominated by Communists, and wanted him and his
comrades to focus more narrowly on winning the war against
Germany and on solidarity with the Soviet people.

Before long, De Carlo was ordered back to Milan to help train and
organize an urban resistance. To avoid the attentions of
collaborators and spies he and his future wife, Giuliana, were forced
to move home eight times in just a few months. In the desperate
atmosphere of the time they found it impossible not to be seduced
by the polarizing nature of the war, which made everything a battle



of right or wrong, good or evil. De Carlo found himself becoming
every bit as single minded as the Communists who commanded him,
or the Fascists he opposed. ‘One can reach a level of fanaticism, of
isolation, to the point that you make the greatest stupidities and
imagine you commit them as acts of extreme virtue,’ he admitted in
later life. ‘It leads you to believe you can reorganize society best
only by getting rid of your enemies. We didn’t in fact, get rid of
anybody; but we did engage in sabotage.’6



Giancarlo De Carlo at work in the 1950s.



The City is Dead; Long Live the City

By the end of the war, the world that De Carlo had fought for was in
tatters. Up to a third of Italy’s road network had been made
unusable, and 13,000 bridges were damaged or destroyed. The state
of the nation’s cities was quite shocking: hundreds of thousands of
houses and apartment blocks had been reduced to ruins during the
�ghting, both by shelling and by aerial bombardment. In war-torn
cities like Milan, where De Carlo ended the war, or Turin, or
Bologna, people were forced to live in ruins and cellars. In Naples
hundreds of desperate women and children had taken to living in
caves.7

The situation in the rest of Europe was as bad or even worse. In
Britain, �ve years of bombs and V-weapons had destroyed 202,000
houses, and rendered a further 255,000 uninhabitable. France had
su�ered even more – some 460,000 buildings gone and a further 1.9
million damaged. Germany, meanwhile, had lost 3.6 million
apartments, or a �fth of all dwellings in the country. In the Soviet
Union not only had many of the major cities been laid waste –
Kharkov, Kiev, Odessa, Minsk – but also 1,700 smaller towns and
70,000 villages.8 Perhaps worst of all was the situation in Poland,
which had su�ered huge destruction both from the advancing
Soviets and from the scorched-earth policy of the retreating Nazis.
In the aftermath of the war the country was dismembered and then
reassembled with parts of devastated Germany. Nobody knew how
to estimate the number of houses or cities destroyed, because it was
not even clear which houses or cities to include in the calculations.

Such destruction, which was as bad in Asia as it was in Europe,
took an enormous toll on the world’s population. It was
compounded by the massive displacement of populations that took
place during the war. In 1945 there were around 9 million homeless
people in Japan, 20 million in Germany and 25 million in the USSR.
Some estimates for China, although they can never be much better
than guesses, put the �gure as high as 100 million.9 All of this was
only made worse after 1945 when worldwide populations suddenly



began to boom, and when rural populations once again took up
their long-term �ight from the countryside into the cities. A lack of
urban housing was therefore a truly global problem in the wake of
the war.10

One might imagine that this vast landscape of destruction and
homelessness was a cause for despair amongst architects and city
planners, but actually the opposite was true. Many of them had been
waiting for an opportunity like this for years. Architects like Sigfried
Giedion and Le Corbusier, for example, had been calling for the
world’s cities to be torn down and rebuilt along modern, functional
lines ever since 1933. They had been ignored by those in
government because such a wholesale wiping of the slate was
politically unthinkable; but with so many cities now in ruins, a
complete redesign suddenly seemed possible. In 1945 anything
seemed possible.11

Rather than mourning the devastation of their cities, therefore,
many architects and planners saw it as the opportunity they had all
been waiting for. ‘Urban planning is often born of the canon,’ wrote
one French intellectual as he contemplated the ruins of Brest and
Lorient: now, at last, these notoriously squalid French coastal towns
could be rebuilt as grand ports worthy of the twentieth century.12

Germany’s Paul Schmitthenner and Konstanty Gutschow felt the
same way about Hamburg and Lübeck, and even went so far as to
call their bombing a ‘blessing’ – albeit one that was heavily
disguised.13 In Warsaw, which was by far the most devastated city in
Europe, architects like Stanisław Jankowski enthusiastically joined
the Biuro Odbudowy Stolicy (Capital Reconstruction O�ce),
knowing that only in this place, in this time, would they have ‘a
chance to ful�l their most magni�cent dreams!’14

Perhaps the most optimistic country of all was Britain. ‘The Blitz
has been a planner’s windfall,’ announced one British consultant in
1944. ‘Not only did it do a certain amount of much-needed
demolition for us, but – more important – it made people in all
walks of life realise that reconstruction was necessary.’15 Other
British planners wrote enthusiastically of the chance to ‘make a



fresh start’ of Birmingham, to make Durham a ‘City Beautiful’ and to
turn York into a ‘City of our Dreams’.16 Exeter, according to its
planner Thomas Sharp, was a ‘phoenix’ ready to ‘rise renewed from
its own ashes’.17 Plymouth could now be redesigned as a city
‘worthy of her glorious past and her present heroism’.18

So prevalent was this attitude in Britain, and so determined was
everyone to ‘plan boldly’ for the future, that it left some architects
in other parts of the world almost envious. ‘If the Blitz did it,’ wrote
the American housing expert Catherine Bauer in 1944, ‘… then that
explains the secret guilty regret deep within many American liberals
that we missed the experience.’19 There was a strong feeling in the
USA at the end of the war that, while European cities at last had an
opportunity to clear away their slums and to modernize, American
cities would be left behind. In an attempt to capture a bit of this
modernizing zeal for themselves, architects like Walter Gropius and
Martin Wagner, who had �ed to America before the war, made
direct comparisons between the bombs that were raining down on
European cities and the ‘blight’ that plagued their American
counterparts.20 American industry bodies like the National
Association of Real Estate Boards followed suit: ‘Every disintegrating
building,’ read one brochure at the end of the war, ‘is just as truly a
blockbuster as a four thousand pound bomb that tumbles from a
four-engined bomber. The e�ect is exactly the same.’21

Thus the end of the Second World War gave rise to a new
atmosphere almost everywhere, even in those parts of the world
that had not been physically damaged. The old world, with its
crumbling buildings and dysfunctional cities, had to be swept away.

The twenty-�ve years after 1945 would see the most radical
rebuilding in the history of the world’s cities. But before this new
world began to rise from the ashes of the old, there was a great deal
of debate about what it should look like.

The one thing that almost everyone agreed on was that it should
not be left to the free market. Private landlords, they pointed out,
had no incentive to create spacious, healthy environments for their



tenants: quite the opposite, in fact – in order to maximize their
pro�ts they were motivated to crowd as many bodies as possible
into their properties, and to build on every inch of green space
available. According to architects like Le Corbusier, one of the most
in�uential planners of the era, governments that allowed such
landlords to act unchecked were e�ectively failing the people who
had elected them. ‘A butcher would be condemned for the sale of
rotten meat,’ he claimed in 1943, ‘but the building codes allow
rotten dwellings to be forced on the poor. For the enrichment of a
few sel�sh people, we tolerate appalling mortality rates and diseases
of every kind, which impose crushing burdens on the entire
community.’22

Since the state was already obliged to organize communal
schemes for things like infrastructure, sewerage and main roads,
which private landlords were both unwilling and incapable of
providing on their own, many architects argued that it made sense
for the state to take control of other aspects of city development as
well. In Europe, the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne
(CIAM) had long been calling for the ‘scienti�c planning’ not only of
cities but of whole regions, with a carefully designed balance
between dwelling places, workplaces and places of leisure, and an
e�cient transport network between them all.23 On the other side of
the Atlantic the Regional Planning Association of America (RPAA)
had also championed greater involvement by the state. One of its
leading lights, the architecture critic Lewis Mumford, called for
‘regional planning on a grand scale’, and even made mention of the
creation of ‘a world order’. The proper planning of cities in
particular, he claimed, was ‘perhaps the most pressing task of our
civilization: the issues of war and peace, socialization or
disorganization, culture or barbarism, rest in good part on our
success in handling this problem’.24

None of these thoughts were new in 1945: they were arguments
that architects had been making for years, and certainly long before
the war. The only real di�erence was that governments were now
beginning to take notice. The war had created a new atmosphere in



the world: people everywhere were demanding social change,
including changes to their physical environments. And, increasingly,
they looked to their governments to provide it.

Broadly speaking, there were three schools of thought regarding
the best way to plan the cities of the future, all of them based on
prewar ideas. The �rst was inspired by the utopian schemes of
Ebenezer Howard, a British idealist who suggested that the evils of
overcrowding could be reversed only by rehousing the working
classes in new ‘Garden Cities’. These were to be towns with a
population not greater than about 30,000, planned in every detail so
as to combine the bene�ts of the city with the beauty and fresh air
of the countryside. According to Howard’s vision, people would live
in cottage-style houses on land that was communally owned and
collectively managed for the good of all. He envisaged hundreds of
such towns, making up a society of ‘happy people’, freed from the
cramped and unhealthy conditions of the slum, and living in a state
of ‘concert and cooperation’ with one another and with nature.
‘Town and country must be married, and out of this joyous union will
spring a new hope, a new life, a new civilization.’ Howard’s vision
started a worldwide movement, and would become one of the
greatest in�uences on city planning after 1945.25



Ebenezer Howard’s diagram of the ideal garden city: a central municipality separated from
a handful of satellite towns by green-belt land.

If the solution to overcrowded cities was to disperse the
population into smaller units, then there were some architects who



believed that Howard’s ideas did not go far enough. This second
school of thought wanted to take the idea of dispersal to its logical
conclusion and abolish cities altogether. The American architect
Frank Lloyd Wright, for example, envisaged a world in which city
centres would disappear, and the entire population would disperse
across the nation in an endless and idyllic ‘festival of life’.26 In his
prewar book The Disappearing City he had envisaged a time when
every family would be given an acre of land to call their own, and
could do with it what they wanted – farm it and become self-
su�cient, turn it into a garden, or into a wilderness. While Howard
had dreamed of community living, Wright elevated the self-
determination of the individual above all other values. He called his
model ‘Broadacre City’, and repeatedly said that it would exist
‘everywhere and nowhere’ (thus tying his idea quite consciously to
the Greek word for ‘nowhere’ – ‘Utopia’). Wright’s urge to dissolve
cities and disperse the population won many supporters in America
in the new, nuclear age: if the population was dispersed, the logic
went, then Soviet missiles would have nothing substantial to aim
at.27

The �nal school of thought, and by far the most in�uential on a
global scale, was that championed by the modernist CIAM, whose
ideas were probably the boldest of them all. For CIAM, the
concentration of people in cities was not the problem: the real issue
was that the world had an outdated idea of what a city actually was.
In Europe, in particular, cities were still laid out on medieval street
plans, with narrow thoroughfares and crowded buildings that were
totally unsuited to a modern age. The only way to change this
situation, according to CIAM’s vice-president, José Luis Sert, was
through ‘drastic measures, whose application will change the entire
structure of cities’.28 Traditional streets should be abolished, so that
pedestrians could be kept separate from the noise and danger of
speeding vehicles. Traditional buildings should also be replaced:
instead of living in small, cramped houses and apartment blocks
surrounded by tra�c and noise, city dwellers should demand tall
buildings, aligned with the sun and spaced apart from one another



in landscaped parks. For Sert’s fellow modernist Sigfried Giedion
this was not just a matter of design, but of ‘human rights’.29

There were, of course, other variants of these ideas around the
world. In Communist Europe the idea of a speci�cally socialist city
was discussed, but the models they proposed often ended up bearing
a striking resemblance to those in the West. For example, the idea of
the garden city, much derided by Communist architects, was
actually embraced by many Soviet planners: had not Marx and
Engels themselves advocated the ‘abolition of the distinction
between town and country’?30 In postwar East Germany, where the
government decided that there was no such thing as an ideal
socialist town, planners adopted ‘sixteen principles’ of urban design
– most of which were essentially the same as the principles of
CIAM.31 The Stalinist obsession with constructing grand archways
and triumphal routes gave the impression that the city was always
about to arrive at something – the socialist Utopia which, like the
modernist Utopia, was always just around the corner.32

What all these architectural movements shared was an almost
religious belief in central planning – and each group saw themselves
as the high priests who would lead mankind to the Promised Land.
Architecture, they claimed, was ‘the essential commanding art’; it
was the ‘key to everything’, and should therefore be ‘a guide to
order in every other department of activity’.33 Even Frank Lloyd
Wright, who hated the idea of big government, painted a world that
was ordered according to certain universal rules.34 In eastern
Europe, meanwhile, Communist planners deliberately rebuilt their
cities with features that were mere reproductions of features in
Russia – identical buildings, huge central squares, triumphal main
avenues. This was central planning at its most absurd, as if loyalty
to the Soviet dream could be ensured simply by reconstructing the
world to look more like Moscow.

In all cases, East and West, it was not only the built environment
that these architects and planners wished to change, but society as a
whole. They were never coy about expressing this. The Polish
modernist architect Szymon Syrkus claimed that architecture played



‘the supreme social role’, and that its most important characteristic
was that it ‘changes the social pattern’.35 Modernist architects like
him wanted nothing less than to transform society by forcing people
to live in a more rational, communal and egalitarian way. The
garden city movement likewise wanted to transform society by
creating ideal communities that were obliged to cooperate with one
another by the very structure of the world in which they lived.
Through the application of their visionary plans they believed they
could not only save society from ruin, but also bring about a new
Renaissance. ‘Dignity, action, health, serenity, joy in living,’ wrote
Le Corbusier, ‘all these can be part of our lives’, if we only followed
the plan.36

Utopia Meets Reality

De Carlo followed many of these ideas and debates avidly by
reading about them in the architectural press. To him, they
represented just a few of the myriad possibilities that had been
opened up by the end of the war. He himself had blossomed in the
new atmosphere, free from the threat of violence and the dictates of
fascism. He had begun writing books and articles for architecture
magazines. He had enrolled in the Venice School of Architecture. He
was even accepted as a member of the Congrès Internationaux
d’Architecture Moderne, the world’s leading voice on urban
planning. It seemed like a magical time.

And yet he also began to notice an undercurrent of something
slightly more worrying: ‘I remember those years as a time of great
energy and curiosity; I was living through continuous discovery and
invention. But I was also sad, for I could see all the old forms
returning. Politicians were reconstructing the world exactly as it had
been before.’37

In De Carlo’s mind it was not only the ruling Christian Democrats
who were guilty of this, but also the Communists, who stuck
perpetually to the Soviet party line rather than embracing the



myriad other possibilities for a better society that now lay open. The
old black-and-white mindset of the war years was returning as the
black-and-white mindset of the Cold War.

Just as disturbingly from De Carlo’s point of view, a similar rift
seemed to be opening up in the world of architecture and city
planning. The division was not so much between East and West as
between disciples of the di�erent prewar schools of thought: the
modernists of CIAM (and its eastern European spin-o�s), the garden
city movement, and the ‘organic’ school of architects like Frank
Lloyd Wright. De Carlo, who in the aftermath of the war had written
extensively about all these movements, saw no reason why they
might not �nd some common ground. Each of them, he said years
later, was born out of the same message of liberty.

Particularly dogmatic was the CIAM. De Carlo had always felt that
there was something ‘claustrophobic’ about the way Le Corbusier’s
followers insisted that their idea of the city was universal and
unquestionable – ‘the omniscient Corbusian method’, as he
scathingly called it.38 He watched in dismay as, in the postwar
building boom, inner-city districts around the world started to be
pulled down and replaced with modernist tower blocks, built
according to Le Corbusier’s principles. Everything was standardized,
from the shapes of people’s windows and the size of their rooms, to
the compartmentalization of cities into di�erent ‘zones’. This
standardization also had its counterpart in eastern Europe, where it
was elevated to a virtue, because it represented a form of equality.
In the Eastern Bloc, centrally directed production techniques
ensured that identical, monotonous housing estates were built
everywhere from Vilnius to Tashkent.



High-density postwar housing in Poland. This single block, containing over a thousand
apartments, is just one of dozens in the Zaspa district of Gdansk. After 1945, similar
developments sprang up all over the world.

De Carlo suspected that this kind of uniformity was being
pursued, both in the East and in the West, because it suited the
architects, the builders, the business interests and the governments
who �nanced it all – everyone, that is, except the people who had to
live in the cities that were being created. Instead of enhancing the
lives and communities of its inhabitants, planners seemed concerned
only with the e�ciency of design, e�ciency of transport, e�ciency
of cost.

In the 1950s, modernism reached its zenith with the design of two
new cities built entirely according to modernist principles: Le
Corbusier’s plan for Chandigarh in India, and the new Brazilian
capital, Brasília, designed by Lúcio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer.
Though both contained inspiring set-piece monuments, De Carlo felt
there was something soulless about them. ‘Questions of ideal cities,’
he wrote, ‘are of much less concern than questions of real cities –



impure, complicated, but real.’ He called Chandigarh ‘the last great
Enlightenment utopia’, and worried about the way that the city was
explicitly designed to delete the personal histories of the people who
moved there and remake them as model citizens.39

Eventually, De Carlo began comparing CIAM to the Communist
Party – an organization that had similarly lost touch with the
concerns of real people by wrapping itself in dogma.40 In the mid-
1950s he launched a series of scathing attacks on CI AM, calling it a
‘self-congratulatory society with its own consecrated rites, high
priests and reasons of state’, immobilized by a ‘cult of rules and a
willing enslavement to their despotic discipline’. He urged his fellow
modernists to choose between Utopia and reality, between ‘drawing-
board architecture’ and real architecture that is ‘consumed daily by
people’s lives’.41

Most importantly, he attacked the results of modernism on the
ground: ‘As far as Italy is concerned,’ De Carlo wrote in 1957, ‘the
success of the language of modern architecture has not brought
positive results … Under its broad aegis, urban communities are
being summarily destroyed and replaced with arid and inhuman
new districts and houses that in a few years become decrepit
slums.’42 Such attacks, along with those of other like-minded
architects, eventually led to the disbanding of CIAM at the end of
the decade.

Since then, many of De Carlo’s criticisms have been borne out. In
America, the architecture critic Jane Jacobs wrote a devastating
critique of the way that government-funded slum clearance schemes
had created a modernist nightmare. In her classic book, The Death
and Life of Great American Cities, Jacobs demonstrated how much of
the postwar rebuilding had led to cities devoid of community life
and plagued by antisocial behaviour. Her �ndings were backed up
in a further study by Oscar Newman, who used statistical evidence
to show how the design of many modernist housing estates had not
only failed to enhance the lives of their residents but also led to a
massive increase in inner-city crime.43



Other studies from around the world appeared to back up these
�ndings. For example, a UN study of urbanization in Venezuela
showed how areas where squatters had erected their own housing
actually engendered much more stable social structures than large
modernist housing estates, where tenants occasionally murdered
rent collectors. Studies from the Netherlands, Finland, Russia,
China, South Africa and Puerto Rico showed similar results. Far
from leading to Utopia, many of the modernist city districts that
were created in the wake of the Second World War were
propagating a new sense of urban alienation.44

And what of the other utopian ideas for city planning? How did they
work out?

In Britain it was the garden city model which most gripped the
postwar planners. Foremost amongst them was Patrick Abercrombie,
whose Greater London Plan proposed removing more than a million
people from the capital and rehousing them in leafy new towns
outside the metropolis. In the brave new world of 1945, these new
towns – places like Harlow and Stevenage – would serve the dual
purpose of providing good-quality housing and producing, in the
words of the new planning minister, ‘a new type of citizen – a
healthy, self-respecting, digni�ed person with a sense of beauty,
culture, and civic pride’.45

Over the next thirty years twenty-eight planned communities
were set up all around Britain. But if their planners believed they
were building Utopia they were sorely mistaken. None of these
towns was built according to the original garden city principles:
most of them ended up being too big, and sprawled into a seemingly
endless landscape of identical houses. Many were built so close to
existing major cities that they became mere dormitory suburbs. By
the late 1950s there were already studies highlighting the way that
some of these new towns were becoming ‘dead communities’, and
home to a new sense of alienation and depression known as ‘new
town blues’.46



In the USA, meanwhile, the ideal of communal ownership, so dear
to the original founders of the garden city movement, was almost
entirely ignored in favour of private ownership: each homeowner
ensconced himself in his own private plot, amidst thousands of
similar private plots, like a watered-down version of Frank Lloyd
Wright’s ‘Broadacre City’. By the 1960s and 70s, American suburbia
had become a low-density, low-grade ‘subtopia’ from which, in the
words of Lewis Mumford, ‘escape is impossible’.47

Thirty years after the end of the Second World War the profession
of city planning fell into disrepute – ironically, just at the time when
it was starting to learn the lessons of the past and �nally
establishing a scienti�c basis for itself. Governments everywhere
drew back from the urban planning role that they had embraced so
deeply: in the 1980s they began to grant much greater autonomy to
private developers, trusting once more to the marketplace. High-
pro�le architects also withdrew from involving themselves with
grand plans that took into account entire districts or cities,
preferring instead to concentrate all their artistic energies on single,
autonomous buildings.

Giancarlo De Carlo watched all of this happen with dismay.
Looking back on his life in the 1990s, he lamented the ‘hysterical’
way that architects, and society in general, tended to swing from
one extreme to the other, discarding their successes along with their
failures according to the dogma of the day, and never learning their
lesson:



Postwar ‘subtopia’: in the late 1940s and 50s identikit housing, such as this development in
Levittown, Pennsylvania, sprawled across the USA.

‘For a few years all architects agreed that one could not organize
and give form to a space … without �rst deciding the organization
and morphology of all the spaces of the neighbourhood, the city, the
region, the nation, the whole world … A few years later, the terms
of the question were stood on their head and architects began to say
that the organization and form of the region on the city cannot be
their concern … Each time, therefore, what was done earlier is
thrown away.’48

The history of postwar planning is full of triumphs as well as
disasters. If the British new towns were not always successful,
Scandinavian ones were more so – Vällingby outside Stockholm, for
example, or Tapiola Garden City outside Helsinki. While some
government-funded housing estates proved disastrous, others
became pleasant and popular places to live, such as the Ina Casa
estates in Italy. And while modernist ideas for the city could be ugly



and alienating, they at least opened up hopes for a better future. In
his later years, De Carlo could not help missing the sense of
communal purpose that had been unleashed by the idealists who
planned the world’s postwar cities, along with the passion and
debate that their visions of Utopia had inspired. ‘Yes, my loneliness
has grown,’ he told an interviewer towards the end of his life.
Before adding, ‘No, not just mine; everyone’s loneliness has
grown.’49

The Centrality of the Plan

In the aftermath of the war, the idea of central planning by the state
was endorsed by much of the world. It is true that architects were
amongst the loudest advocates for big, centralized schemes. And it is
true that the plans they came up with are probably still the most
tangible examples of how such government intervention changed
the world we live in. But their e�orts were only one part of a much
larger belief in the role of the state, which gripped the world in the
years after the Second World War.

Throughout postwar Europe, on both sides of the Iron Curtain,
many industries were nationalized, especially coal, steel, utilities
and, in some nations, banking and insurance. By May 1946 one-�fth
of France’s total industrial capacity was already in state ownership.
By the end of the following year, three-quarters of Czechoslovakia’s
industries had also been nationalized – this, remember, was before
the country was taken over by the Communists.50 In Poland,
Hungary and Romania, meanwhile, all major industry and �nance
became state controlled, and even the land itself was collectivized.
These measures were enacted partly for ideological reasons and
partly in retribution against those industrialists and �nanciers who
had collaborated with the Nazis. But it was also about control: if a
government were to plan for the future, the logic went, it needed
control over what the country was producing.



The postwar period also saw the introduction of much greater
state involvement in other areas of European life, such as state-
funded education, subsidized public transport and support for art
and culture, as well as the introduction of comprehensive social
security systems and the provision of public health care. This was
social planning on a huge scale, and was a direct counterpart to the
economic planning that the state was simultaneously involved in. In
1945 there was a universal belief that those who were born poor
should have the opportunity to rise up in society; and that those
who fell on hard times – through unemployment, sickness or old age
– should have a safety net to catch them. All this was to be paid for
by a massive and unprecedented redistribution of income from the
rich to the poor – in western Europe through taxes, and in eastern
Europe through direct appropriation.

Similar attempts at economic and social planning occurred in
other parts of the world as well. In Japan, postwar planners
completely refocused the economy towards the new technologies
that were amongst the ‘many valuable lessons and souvenirs’
bequeathed by the war.51 In China, the new Communist regime
followed a similar line to their Soviet and eastern European
counterparts, and instituted a series of Five Year Plans. In post-
independence India too there was a series of Five Year Plans, which
aimed at nothing less than ‘a new social order free from exploitation
and poverty, unemployment and social injustice’.52 Meanwhile in
colonial Africa there was a growing acceptance that progress would
have to be centrally directed if African nations were ever to achieve
true economic and political independence. Even in the USA, where
there was a traditional distrust of the state, central planning
expanded after the war – from the ‘New Deal’ to the ‘Fair Deal’ to
Lyndon Johnson’s ‘Great Society’ in the mid-1960s. Finally, the
belief in central planning extended beyond the national to the
international, with a variety of global institutions being set up in
1944 and 1945 to regulate the world economy, world law and even
world government, with varying success.



These plans all di�ered in their intentions as well as in their
implementation, but they all shared a belief that institutions sta�ed
by experts should take the central role in organizing the life of both
the nation and the world. The Second World War – with all its
administrative as well as military successes, with the atmosphere of
collaboration that it had produced, and the compulsion never to
repeat the mistakes of the past – was directly responsible for this.

However, it would be wrong to imagine that all these plans and
takeovers were adopted without opposition. Just as Giancarlo De
Carlo opposed the dogma of modernist urban planning in the wake
of the war, there were plenty of people who similarly opposed the
dogma of planned economies and societies.

Chief amongst them was the liberal economist and philosopher
Friedrich Hayek, who regarded the growth of government power
with alarm. Hayek fervently believed that socialists – not to mention
Communists – had learned precisely the wrong lessons from the
war. The desire to eradicate inequality and discontent was
admirable, he argued, but centralizing more and more power in the
hands of governments was the wrong way to go about it. Where
others saw social progress, Hayek saw only the erosion of
fundamental civil liberties. When governments seized power like
this, in the long run it made little di�erence if they were totalitarian
or democratic: all big government was, he said, ‘the road to
serfdom’.53

Hayek was not alone. In 1947 he and a group of like-minded
thinkers founded the Mont Pelerin Society, whose members
championed free speech, political freedom and, above all, free-
market economics. Amongst its members were some of the most
in�uential economists of the twentieth century – Wilhelm Röpke,
Milton Friedman, George Stigler, Frank Knight, Lionel Robbins,
Ludwig von Mises and many others who championed the idea of
free markets as the only sure route to liberty. Thus, even at the high
point of government interventionism, the seeds of revolt against
planned economies were being sown.54



The in�uence of such thinkers would only grow over the rest of
the century. In the 1960s and 70s, at around the same time that
urban planning was falling into disrepute, the West’s growing
disillusionment with economic and social planning gave liberal
economists much more in�uence over government policies. By the
1980s, they had already begun to dismantle the postwar system of
government interventionism: market regulation was relaxed
throughout the West, exchange-rate controls were abandoned and
industries everywhere were de-nationalized. By the 1990s, even the
former Communist countries of eastern Europe had adopted the free
market as their central creed, much to the delight of liberal
philosophers everywhere.

In some ways, this was the same swing from one dogma to
another that Giancarlo De Carlo had watched take over the world of
architecture, and many people viewed it with similar dismay.
Regardless of whether central planning is the best way to organize
society or not, many ordinary people valued it because it guaranteed
their jobs, redistributed income and brought a sense of social justice
to a world that, in the 1940s, had only recently seen depression and
massive inequality leading to world war. For all its later disasters,
government-planned urban regeneration schemes did provide
people with minimum standards in the places they lived. For all
their ine�ciencies, nationalized industries at least sought to harness
resources for the good of the whole community. Today, government
health-care systems and pension schemes are still some of the most
cherished forms of social planning, especially in Europe, because of
what they represent: an attempt to bring fairness and equality to
everyone, regardless of wealth, class, race, or any other form of
social status.

As we shall see in the next chapter, this drive for equality and
fairness was yet another utopian idea nurtured by the Second World
War. It too would bring about some extraordinary innovations in the
wake of the war – but also some crushing disappointments.



8. Equality and Diversity

Before the war Françoise Leclercq led what many would consider to
be a privileged life. She was well o�. She lived in a ‘huge apartment’
in Paris just a few minutes’ walk from the Louvre. As a French
citizen she was part of an imperial culture that claimed control over
large parts of the globe. But as a middle-class woman she was also
excluded from many important parts of society. In the 1930s,
according to French law, she had no right to vote. She had received
only a ‘modest education’ and was certainly not expected to work.
‘Until the start of the Second World War,’ she later confessed, ‘my
horizons were a little narrow, con�ned to the four walls of my
house and my four children.’1

The war changed all of this suddenly and dramatically. When the
Nazis entered Paris in 1940 she was swept away by an
overwhelming sense of national shame. She witnessed foreign
soldiers marching down her streets and Swastika �ags being raised
in their honour. She saw notices pasted up on the walls displaying
the names of men who had been shot, and was horri�ed by the
announcement that all Jews would now be made to wear yellow
stars. Her �rst act of de�ance against the Nazi regime was in
support of these, the most vulnerable people in Paris: gathering up
all her gold jewellery, she took it to Cartier to be made into her very
own gold star, which she wore around her neck for the rest of the
war. It was, she admitted, a rather ine�ectual thing to do – a
‘childish protest’ – but as a Catholic Frenchwoman she wanted to
show her solidarity with her Jewish compatriots.

At �rst, despite her feelings of outrage, it never crossed her mind
to act more decisively than this. Without support, without a network



of people, it was impossible to defy the occupying regime in any
meaningful way: as she put it later, ‘to be a resister, one must �rst
meet the Resistance’.

Françoise was given this opportunity at the beginning of 1941,
quite by chance, thanks to a gall-bladder operation. As she was
preparing to go into hospital she learned that her surgeon happened
to be an open critic of the new regime – in fact, according to
rumour, perhaps a little more than a mere critic. In an act of
spontaneity, she decided to take a chance: once she had recovered
from her operation she approached this surgeon and o�ered him the
use of her apartment – just in case he wanted to meet with any
friends in secret. It was a conversation that ended up changing her
life, because her surgeon’s friends turned out to be Pierre Villon,
Colonel Henri Rol-Tanguy, Laurent Casanova and others whose
names would one day become famous throughout France. Over the
following months and years, Françoise’s apartment became the
venue for countless liaisons between some of the most prominent
members of the Resistance, and her living room gradually �lled up
with illegal pamphlets, Resistance newspapers and maps of the Paris
sewers.

As the war progressed, Françoise started to become restless. It was
all very well playing host to the resistance of others, but watching
all this take place in her home had given her the urge to join in
more actively. So she approached one of the Resistance leaders,
Pierre Villon, and told him ‘that I was happy to help the Resistance,
but that I’d like to do more’. In the coming weeks she was given a
place on the steering committee of a new clandestine organization,
the Union of French Women (l’Union des femmes françaises, or
UFF). She wrote an appeal to French Catholic women to unite
behind the Resistance and ‘�ght Hitlerite Germany’, which was
broadcast on BBC radio. On one occasion she was even sent on a
mission to collect machine guns from a contact on the outskirts of
Paris. She embraced this new lifestyle wholeheartedly, and even
allowed her �fteen-year-old daughter to take part in Resistance
activities.



The experience of the Second World War profoundly changed
Françoise’s outlook on life. It exposed her to danger as never before,
but it also gave her a freedom she had never previously
experienced, and a sense that she was doing something important,
worthwhile. She became used to working, campaigning and
standing up for herself and for others. She also learned the value of
being part of a group that worked together towards a common goal.

After 1945, Françoise Leclercq did not return to her old life. She
no longer felt satis�ed with the traditional roles that French society
had always imposed upon women like her: so she continued as a
member of the UFF and began to campaign for women’s rights – the
right to work, to receive equal pay, to take maternity leave. She also
campaigned for the rights of workers and peasants throughout
France, for better health care, and for restitution for the victims of
fascism. Nor did she stop there: when France’s colonies began to
demand independence, she campaigned on this too. In 1946 she led
a delegation of women to the Colonies Ministry to demand an end to
French military intervention in what would one day become
Vietnam.2 ‘I believe that our struggle for the liberation of France
made us sensitive to the struggles of the people,’ she later claimed,
as well as ‘to women’s struggles for independence in oppressed
countries’. And thus she translated the lessons she had learned
during her own personal liberation, and the liberation of her
country, into a universal struggle that involved all mankind. Thanks
to the Second World War, her horizons had expanded far beyond
her own four walls.

Women’s Equality

The Second World War was an awakening for women all around the
world. Wherever there was �ghting, women not only supported
their menfolk but also often fought alongside them. In France, as
well as serving on committees, as Françoise Leclercq did, they were
also liaison agents, arms smugglers, explosives experts, spies,



propagandists, �ghters, assassins. It was organizations sta�ed and
headed by women that rescued Jewish children by transporting
them to Switzerland or remote areas of the Haute-Loire.3 The co-
founder of the Combat movement was the feminist campaigner
Berthie Albrecht; and the Libération-Sud movement was co-founded
by Lucie Aubrac, who famously rescued her husband from the
Gestapo in a vicious gun battle, despite being pregnant at the time.
Women in the Resistance carried out all of the same roles as men,
and when they were caught, they often su�ered exactly the same
fate – torture, imprisonment, execution.4

This pattern was reproduced across occupied Europe, where the
participation of women was far greater even than in France. In Italy,
according to o�cial �gures, more than 25 per cent of Resistance
members were women, including 35,000 who took an active combat
role.5 In Poland there were 40,000 women members of the
clandestine Home Army, and in Yugoslavia up to 100,000 women
became soldiers in Tito’s National Liberation Army.6 In Asia too,
women played a huge part in the Huk resistance against Japanese
rule in the Philippines, as well as in Indonesian de�ance against
both the Japanese and the Dutch.7 Amongst the major Allied
nations, hundreds of thousands of women were employed as nurses,
naval auxiliaries and air force auxiliaries; and Soviet forces included
more than half a million women who saw active service at the
front.8

But war is not only about �ghting, and women proved themselves
in many other ways. In France, with 1.5 million French soldiers in
captivity, women began to run not only the nation’s households but
also many of its farms and small businesses. French factories
thronged with women, and in 1942 there were so many women
working for the French railways that the Prefect of Toulouse
complained that female clerks were beginning to outnumber male
ones.9 The same was true in many countries: millions of women who
had never worked before became land girls and o�ce girls and
factory workers in every kind of industry. In the USA a new image
of female strength was glamorized in wartime propaganda: ‘Rosie



the Riveter’, who built the aircraft and the Liberty ships that kept
the country �ghting.

Because of the war, the myth of the passive, home-bound woman
was undermined almost everywhere. According to the former
Resistance �ghter Denise Breton, the atmosphere of hope and
transformation generated by the end of the war in France created a
‘new woman’, accustomed to standing up for her rights and
determined to change the world. Others, like René Cerf-Ferrière,
claimed it had also created a new kind of man, particularly in
Resistance circles: ‘The partnership with women changed the
mentality of men in the Resistance,’ he wrote. ‘They showed
themselves to be our equals.’10 At the same time, the myth of the
heroic man was also undermined – particularly in those parts of the
world where men had failed to live up to the stereotype. ‘Among the
many defeats at the end of this war,’ wrote one Berlin woman in
1945, ‘is the defeat of the male sex.’11 Some women in wartime
France appear to have felt the same way. Marguerite Gonnet,
mother of nine, was arrested in 1942 for leading a Resistance cell in
the Isère. When asked by the military tribunal why she had taken up
arms, she replied, ‘Quite simply, colonel, because the men had
dropped them.’12

In such an atmosphere it is not surprising that women felt a new
con�dence after the war, or that so many brand-new women’s
organizations started up around the world. In Egypt there was the
newly formed Bint El-Nil (Daughter of the Nile), which campaigned
for changes to the law that made women subordinate to their
husbands and fathers: in 1951 a group of around 1,500 even
stormed the parliament building.13 In Indonesia there was Gerwis,
another brand-new women’s organization which coordinated
boycotts and mass demonstrations for all kinds of causes, including
an end to polygamy.14 Meanwhile, the Federation of Brazilian
Women, started up in 1949, campaigned not only for equal pay but
also for the right to clean water, adequate food and housing.15 Back
in France, Françoise Leclercq’s UFF was soon joined by a new
international movement: the Women’s International Democratic



Federation (WIDF), formed in Paris in 1945 by women from forty
countries, would grow to become one of the most in�uential
women’s organizations of the postwar world.16



J. Howard Miller’s famous wartime poster calling American women to the factories.



On the back of all this activity, and the occasionally dramatic
transformations in public opinion that came with it, women began
to win all kinds of new rights for themselves. Foremost amongst
them was the right to vote. In many parts of Europe this right had
already been won in the aftermath of the First World War, but in
France women were not granted the vote until 1944. The role
played by women in the Resistance was used as justi�cation: if
women could �ght alongside men, the argument went, then they
should at least have a say in whether their nation went to war in the
�rst place.17

Shortly after French women were granted the vote, full su�rage
was also extended to women in Italy and Yugoslavia (1945), Malta
(1947), Belgium (1948) and Greece (1952). If there is any doubt
that these advances resulted directly from the Second World War,
consider that women from neutral Switzerland did not win full
su�rage until 1971, and women in neutral Portugal had to wait
until 1976. In Asia the story was the same: Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, Vietnamese and Indonesian women also won full voting
rights in the 1940s. Meanwhile, the only Latin American and
Caribbean countries to grant universal su�rage before the war were
Brazil, Uruguay and Cuba – but during and after the war almost all
the others quickly followed suit (Paraguay was the last, holding out
until 1961).18

The rights of women were also �nally recognized on an
international level in 1945 by the United Nations. The UN Charter
opens with a declaration of intent not only to save the world from
future wars but also to promote ‘the equal rights of men and women
and of nations large and small’. By 1946 a UN Commission on the
Status of Women had already been set up, which would play a
signi�cant role in the drafting of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. This landmark document, published in 1948, �nally
spelled out how ‘all members of the human family’ should be
a�orded the same rights, dignity and worth.

On the face of it, therefore, the stage appeared to be set for a new
era in which women who had grown up without fundamental rights



– women like Françoise Leclercq – might at last begin to take their
rightful place in the economic, political and social life of the world.
The hopes that were expressed by many women, in France and
across the world, were unashamedly utopian. Even Simone de
Beauvoir, whose savage criticism of French patriarchy pulled no
punches, allowed herself to dream of a time in the not-too-distant
future when men and women ‘would see each other as equals’ and
‘unequivocally a�rm their brotherhood’.19

Unfortunately, this was where the progress towards equality ground
to a halt. Nowhere was this more apparent than in France. Given the
huge transformations that took place there as a result of the war, it
is tempting to portray the French as a nation of �rebrands – but in
reality the forces of conservatism were every bit as strong as the
forces of revolution. It was all very well for Resistance members to
champion women’s rights, but much of the rest of French society,
which had merely kept its collective head down during the
occupation, wanted only for the world to return to the way it had
been before the war. When French prisoners of war returned home
in 1945 they expected to resume their positions at the head of the
family, regardless of how well their wives had run things in their
absence. Women too were often relieved to be able to return to the
traditional roles they had grown up with rather than struggling to
invent new functions for themselves in public life. They were tired
of con�ict and wanted only to lead a ‘normal’ life.20

Nor is it strictly true to suggest that the majority of men in the
Resistance regarded their female counterparts as equals. Jeanne
Bohec, an experienced female explosives expert in Saint-Marcel,
complained that she was quickly sidelined as soon as young men
began to join the Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur (FFI). She wanted
to take part in the liberation, but ‘I was told politely to forget about
it. A woman isn’t supposed to �ght when so many men are
available. Yet I surely knew how to use a submachine gun better
than lots of the FFI volunteers who had just got hold of these
arms.’21 In Italy, female partisans were often banned from taking



part in the triumphal march-pasts after the liberation – those who
did were often branded ‘whores’.22

As the war drew to an end, the pressure for women to return to
traditional roles was often irresistible. Churches, governments,
schools and even the brand-new women’s magazines like Elle and
Marie-France that �rst appeared on the market after the war all
exhorted women to return to the home. In August 1946 one woman
wrote to Elle explaining her desire to take a job against her �ancé’s
wishes. The magazine told her bluntly, ‘Your �ancé is right. The
place of the married woman is at home,’ before going on to suggest
that if she was unwilling to bow to her �ancé’s wishes, then perhaps
she did not truly love him after all. ‘Woman must create happiness,’
claimed another magazine. ‘She will do this best in her home. The
home and only the home is her true professional milieu.’ At school,
girls were taught with textbooks that told them explicitly that ‘true
happiness lies in the home’ and that a woman’s ‘absence from the
home weakens family life’. The government, meanwhile, exhorted
women to get back not only indoors but into the bedroom: an
increased birth rate was announced as a national priority, and all
kinds of bene�ts, including tax breaks and extra rations, were
announced for mothers. De Gaulle himself proclaimed that he
wanted 12 million more babies to help with the reconstruction of
France. According to Robert Prigent, the minister of population and
public health immediately after the war, women’s true ful�lment lay
in ‘accepting their feminine nature’ and devoting themselves to their
homes and their children.23

By the end of the 1940s it was becoming plain that the �edgling
feminist movement, so vibrant in 1945, had stalled. As early as
1947, the much-vaunted equality laws of the previous year were
already being routinely ignored: it was easy to justify paying women
less than men when the most menial jobs in society were e�ectively
reserved for women.24 Further reforms also failed to materialize: it
would be another twenty years before married women in France
would be legally allowed to take a job or open a bank account
without the permission of their husbands, and forty years before



they would win equal rights over their children.25 If the sixty-one
women who had been elected to the French parliament in 1946
hoped to blaze a trail for others to follow, then they too were to be
sorely disappointed: their number dropped sharply during the 1950s
and continued to decline. By the end of the 1960s there were only
thirteen women members left: eight in the National Assembly and
�ve in the Senate.26 For all their enthusiasm at the end of the war,
French women made little progress in closing the pay gap, the
education gap, or the representation gap after 1946, causing some
former Resistance �ghters to ask whether women had ever been
‘liberated’ at all.27

The same pattern – of immediate progress for women after the
war, followed by a long period of stagnation until at least the 1960s
– occurred all over the world. The war undoubtedly provided a
platform for radical change; but once the chaos of the postwar
world began to settle down, old interests began to reassert
themselves, and in some cases even reversed the process.

In Egypt, for example, despite the strides women had made
towards overturning the Personal Status Law, the movement faltered
once the Arab Republic of Egypt was declared in 1952. Egyptian
women would have to wait until 1979 before the law on their
subordinate status was reformed. The campaign of Indonesian
women to bring an end to polygamy e�ectively came to an end
when the father of the nation, President Sukarno, himself took a
second wife in 1954. In Brazil the campaign by the Federation of
Women for better living conditions in the favelas also foundered. In
all three countries women’s movements were banned in the 1950s
and 60s, and did not re-emerge for at least the next �fteen or twenty
years.28





Progress? This monument to ‘The Women of World War II’, unveiled in London’s Whitehall
in 2005, �nally recognized the role of Britain’s women during the war; but it also
unconsciously revealed o�cial attitudes towards women by depicting only their clothing.
Women themselves are entirely absent.

Likewise, the campaign for equal pay failed almost everywhere. In
the USA an Equal Pay Act was not signed into law until 1963, and
women in Australia only won the right to equal pay after 1969,
when trade unions took a test case to court. In Britain, a similar act
did not come into force until 1975. The International Labour
Organization drew up the Equal Remuneration Convention as early
as 1951, but much of the developed world did not get round to
ratifying it until the 1960s and 70s.29 As a consequence, the global
pay gap between men and women did not narrow to any extent
until the 1970s. Today, serious disparities remain almost
everywhere: in 2015 the World Economic Forum estimated that the
pay gap might not �nally close until well into the twenty-second
century.30

Even the campaign for women’s su�rage was not entirely
successful after the war. As already mentioned, women in
Switzerland and Portugal could not vote on equal terms with men
until the 1970s. Women in the Middle East had to wait even longer.
Bahrain, for example, extended the franchise to women only in
2002, Oman in 2003 and Kuwait, which actually removed women’s
right to vote in 1999, reinstated it in 2005. Saudi Arabia did not
have any elections at all until 2005 – but women were not allowed
to vote in them until 2015.31

Today, despite decades of campaigning by millions of men and
women across the world; despite a UN Convention on the Political
Rights of Women (which came into force in 1954) and a Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(1981); despite numerous worldwide conferences under the auspices
of organizations as diverse as the WIDF and the UN; despite a
Development Fund for Women, a Council of Women World Leaders,



a Women’s World Wide Web; despite dozens of other international
organizations, in many parts of the world the dream of equal rights
and equal opportunities seems just as far away as ever. As feminists
have been saying ever since the 1940s, abstract equality means
nothing: ‘[T]o turn freedom into reality, women must also have the
health, education and money they need to make use of their
rights.’32

Women as ‘Other’

So what went wrong? If the appetite for change was so strong in
1945, why did it take a further twenty-�ve years before most
meaningful changes even began?

Part of the reason lay in the conservative tendencies of normal
human nature. The 1940s were a time of enormous �ux for
everyone: not only had the war caused enormous social and
economic upheavals, but scienti�c and technological advances were
transforming our understanding of the world around us. For many
people these changes were already too much to take in: the idea of
also altering the very nature of the relationship between men and
women was just a step too far. In most cultures around the world,
and certainly in the West, women represented those aspects of
society where the idea of stability was at its most precious – the
home, the family, the marital bed. Many men – and indeed women –
who were willing to face revolution in the world at large, were not
prepared to face similar change at home. Even Eleanor Roosevelt,
champion of minority rights and co-drafter of the Universal
Declaration on Human Rights, held back when it came to the place
of women in society. Whatever a woman’s other responsibilities, she
declared, their �rst loyalty must always be ‘to their homes, their
husbands and their children’.33

Another reason why progress faltered was purely political. It is
signi�cant that the process of change stopped at around the same
time that the Cold War began. Many of the most active women’s



organizations were left wing, and a number of them were
dominated by Communists. This was particularly the case in France,
where the majority of women in parliament were Communists, as
were the largest proportion of women in local politics. The founders
of the Union des Femmes Françaises were all Communists, and its
vice-president after the war was Jeannette Vermeersch, the wife of
Maurice Thorez, the leader of the French Communist Party. This did
not matter in 1945 and 1946, when a spirit of collaboration still
existed between the West and the Soviet Union, but in the
atmosphere of distrust that grew up at the start of the Cold War it
was easy to dismiss such women as Soviet puppets, no matter how
worthwhile the work they did.

In Brazil, Indonesia and elsewhere women’s organizations were
banned for precisely this reason. In America, too, the most
outspoken advocates for women’s rights were also silenced because
of their leftist tendencies. The Congress of American Women, for
example, which fought vociferously for child care, equal pay and an
end to racism, was forced to disband in 1950 because it was
branded ‘Communist’ by the House Un-American Activities
Committee. The union with the greatest number of women
members, the United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers of
America, was also persecuted because of its links to communism,
rendering their long-running campaign for equal rights largely
impotent.34 Once tarnished in this way, it was often di�cult for
individual women or their organizations to reclaim their credibility.
For example, despite being probably the most in�uential
international women’s organization of the postwar period, the WIDF
has been virtually ignored by Western historians – even feminist
historians – largely because of the way it was smeared as a
Communist front organization during the 1950s.35

Given the enthusiasm that the Communists showed for greater
equality between the sexes, one might assume that women in
Communist countries might be better o� than their Western
counterparts – but in reality Soviet women were also marginalized,
overlooked for promotion at work, expected to do all the most



menial jobs and subject to deeply sexist attitudes. Those who
married were still expected to do all the housework, even if they
also had a job, and even if their husbands were unemployed.36 Even
those who had taken part in the �ghting were not given the respect
they deserved, but were branded instead as loose women. As one
former Soviet nurse remembered, ‘A man returned from the war and
there he was, a hero … But if it was a girl, then immediately people
looked askance: “We know what you did there!” ‘37 The inequalities
that persisted between men and women, both in the East and in the
West, clearly ran deeper than mere politics.

It was with this in mind that Simone de Beauvoir embarked on a
study of femininity at the end of the 1940s. According to de
Beauvoir, the real problem that women faced was far more
fundamental than history, or politics, or psychology, or even
biology: the source of their subordination lay in the very de�nition
of ‘woman’ itself. Men, she observed, were not compelled to de�ne
themselves as ‘men’ – they were free to experiment, to live active
lives, inventing themselves as they went along. Women, by contrast,
were always de�ned before they had even begun. They were
‘mothers’ or ‘wives’, ‘virgins’ or ‘whores’, sometimes threatening,
often mysterious, but always outside the core of society, which was
exclusively male.

In her ground-breaking book The Second Sex she de�ned for the
�rst time the existential di�erences between men and women. The
sexes might tell themselves that they were two halves of one
Platonic whole, she wrote, but this was quite patently untrue:

The terms masculine and feminine are used symmetrically only as a matter of form, as
on legal papers. In actuality the relation of the two sexes is not quite like that of two
electrical poles, for man represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated
by the common use of man to designate human beings in general; whereas woman
represents only the negative, de�ned by limiting criteria, without reciprocity …
Thus humanity is male and man de�nes woman not in herself but as relative to him
… she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject,
he is the Absolute – she is the Other.38



This designation of woman as ‘Other’ was not a million miles
away from imagining her as an enemy, even a kind of ‘monster’; but
unlike with other monsters men were not free to reject her entirely,
because they both desired and needed her, not least for the
propagation of the species. Therefore, in order to explain and
contain her ‘Otherness’, men had created a series of myths around
femininity. They had made her ‘exotic’, with all the connotations of
desirability and inferiority that word implied; and they had made
her dependent upon them, just as slaves were dependent upon their
masters.

Men convinced themselves that they bene�ted from women’s
subordination, because it gave them everything they thought they
wanted: a maid in the living room, a cook in the kitchen and a
whore in the bedroom. But by maintaining the relationship of
master and slave in this way they were only really hiding from their
own inadequacies and fears. Furthermore they denied themselves
the possibility of a more ful�lling relationship as life partners – the
kind of relationship that many men and women had enjoyed during
the war when they were �ghting together in the Resistance as
equals.

Meanwhile, women were also often complicit in their
subordination, since it saved them from the burden of responsibility
that came with making their own choices in life. In the case of the
middle and upper classes, it allowed them to live a life of indolence
and luxury. But in reality this kind of life was nothing but a gilded
cage, which deprived them of any opportunity to spread their wings
and experience what it really meant to be alive. This was the kind of
comfortable monotony that Françoise Leclercq had broken free from
when she took the decision to involve herself �rst in the Resistance,
and later in the women’s movement. For de Beauvoir it was only by
striving in this way that women would ever be able to make their
lives meaningful. Marriage, motherhood, even a job outside the
home were no substitute: ‘there is no other way out for woman,’ she
wrote, ‘than to work for her liberation’.39



Simone de Beauvoir’s book, like the women’s movement in
general, would not be taken seriously by the French establishment
for the next twenty years. It was denigrated in the French press,
even by fellow existentialists like Albert Camus, who accused its
author of making the French male look ridiculous. Because of its
frankness about sexual matters, the Vatican even went so far as to
put it on their list of heretical books. Nevertheless, it was read – not
only in France but also in America and Britain. Throughout the
1950s there was no other book that women who wanted to think
about their status in the world could turn to. In future years it
would become an inspiration for a new wave of feminists like
America’s Betty Friedan and Kate Millett, and Australia’s Germaine
Greer. According to the Norwegian feminist Toril Moi, de Beauvoir’s
insights are the very foundation of all contemporary feminism –
whether contemporary feminists acknowledge it or not.40

But they were also a product of their time. The Second Sex was
written in the aftermath of the greatest war in history, when much
of Europe had struggled to liberate itself from other forms of
oppression and tyranny, and when humankind was dreaming of
greater equality and justice. These undercurrents are all present in
the women’s movement that Simone de Beauvoir both described and
helped to found.

The Problem of Minorities

The struggle for equality, with its early victories and subsequent
disappointments, is not a subject that only concerns women.
Equality is not something that can be handed out in ribboned
packages to those we deem worthy – it either exists or it doesn’t,
and where it exists it is indivisible. The treatment of women is a
good barometer for how all marginalized groups are treated: the
greater the opportunities for women, the greater also the
opportunities for ethnic, religious, sexual and other minorities.
Indeed, recent international studies show a clear correlation



between gender equality and the ful�lment of social and economic
rights for us all. What happened to women after the war therefore
concerned not only women but everyone.41

There are certainly striking parallels between the situation of
women after the war and other marginalized groups. At around the
same time that Simone de Beauvoir was writing about women as
‘the Other’, her partner Jean-Paul Sartre was writing about French
Jews in exactly the same terms.42 Across the Atlantic, the mixed-race
writer Anatole Broyard wrote passionately about how black people
had also been made ‘Other’; meanwhile, the black rights activists W.
E. B. Du Bois was writing about how Africa – and black people in
general – had not only been assigned an inferior role in world
history, but often excluded from that history altogether.43

Simone de Beauvoir repeatedly acknowledged both of these
parallels in 1949.44 She found the similarities between women and
black people in the USA especially poignant:

Both are being emancipated from a like paternalism, and the former master class
wishes to ‘keep them in their place’ – that is, the place chosen for them. In both
cases the former masters lavish more or less sincere eulogies, either on the virtues of
‘the good Negro’ with his dormant, childish, merry soul – the submissive Negro – or
on the merits of the woman who is ‘truly feminine’ – that is, frivolous, infantile,
irresponsible – the submissive woman. In both cases the dominant class bases its
argument on a state of a�airs that it has itself created.45

After the war was over, black people in America were not nearly
as submissive as they had been in the past. The war had opened up
all kinds of new horizons – not only for the hundreds of thousands
of black servicemen who travelled abroad but also for the 1.5
million or so black people who left the American South during the
1940s in pursuit of new jobs and new opportunities.46 Their
participation in the workforce grew massively: during the course of
the war, the number of black workers employed in American
manufacturing leapt from 500,000 to 1.2 million.47 Their
membership of unions and other political groups also ballooned: the



National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP), for example, grew from just 50,000 members at the start
of the war to 450,000 at the war’s end. ‘I do not believe that
Negroes will stand idly by and see their newly opened doors of
economic opportunity closed in their faces,’ wrote one black news
columnist in 1945, especially after having fought in a war ‘for
democracy against fascism’.48

President Truman addresses the NAACP convention at the Lincoln Memorial in 1947. This
event would be echoed, far more triumphantly, when Martin Luther King, Jr addressed a



quarter of a million black Americans at the same spot, sixteen years later.

Much like women in France, African-Americans won all kinds of
rights in the wake of the war. In 1946, the Supreme Court ruled
against racial segregation on buses and trains that crossed state
boundaries, in 1948 President Truman decreed an end to
segregation in the military and a series of anti-racist measures on
housing, education and employment opportunities also occurred
around this time. However, almost all these changes came as a
result of court rulings or executive orders by the president rather
than by consensus: indeed, Truman’s entire civil rights agenda was
voted down by Congress. No matter how enthusiastic the black
population might have been for change, it was rarely granted
without strong opposition from the white majority.

A similar course can be charted for the status of gay men and
women, who enjoyed a period of relative tolerance after the war,
particularly in Europe and North America. In Europe, they tried to
capitalize on this by forming gay organizations like the Dutch
Cultuur en Ontspanningscentrum (commonly known as the COC) or
the Danish League of 1948, which eventually banded together with
various other groups to form the International Committee for Sexual
Equality.49 In America, gay men and women in the military had also
experienced a period of relative tolerance during the war itself.
According to historian Allan Bérubé, this amounted to a minor
sexual revolution, and many returning gay GIs felt con�dent enough
to declare, ‘I’m not going back to what I left.’ Such people faced
renewed repression in the late 1940s and 50s, particularly during
the so-called ‘Lavender Scare’ of the McCarthy era. Nevertheless,
much like the women’s movement and the black civil rights
movement, the homophile movement that emerged from the Second
World War laid the groundwork for the gay rights movements of
later decades.50

The drive towards equality was even re�ected on an international
scale in the way that colonial people were treated after 1945. Half a
dozen Asian nations won their political independence as a direct



consequence of the Second World War. They were followed by the
nations of Africa, whose path to freedom was likewise in�uenced by
the events of the war and its aftermath. As each of these nations
took their place in international forums like the UN General
Assembly they were welcomed for the �rst time as equal members.
Such progress was not easily achieved. Nations like Indonesia or
Algeria had to �ght tooth and nail for the right to be recognized as
sovereign states, and were resisted every step of the way by the
same Europeans that had spent the war clamouring for their own
right to self-determination.

The Problem of Identity

In the aftermath of the war, many groups were made conscious,
sometimes for the �rst time, of what it meant to be ‘the Other’.
Women, ethnic minorities, colonial peoples, homosexuals, the
impoverished, political outsiders – in each case their humanity
might have been ‘universally’ recognized, but they would continue
to be denied the full bene�ts of that humanity. As ‘the Other’, they
were de�ned by their di�erence from the human ‘norm’ – and yet
that norm was not of their choosing, nor could they in�uence it.

In 1945 each of these groups were forced to choose how they
would react to this knowledge. They could try to assimilate
themselves within the mainstream, and gain equality that way – and
yet, to do so would be to deny the very traits that made them who
they were. A black man could never be the same as a white man,
because he carried with him an internal history that most white
people had no notion of. A former count in eastern Europe, stripped
of his title and his lands, might try to live as a Communist – but at
heart he would still be an aristocrat. Besides, assimilation was only
truly possible where both the majority and the minority agreed to
let it happen. The experience of the Jews showed that it made no
di�erence how ‘Jewish’ a person was or wasn’t: all that had



mattered during the Holocaust was what the Nazis believed him or
her to be.

A second path such groups might choose was to embrace their
di�erence from the norm, celebrate it – declare, as the Gay Pride
movement did in the 1980s, that ‘I am what I am’, regardless of
what the world thought about it. But to do this automatically
implies an acceptance of being ‘the Other’. In e�ect, it makes any
minority complicit in its own marginalization. Di�erences with the
mainstream become entrenched, and the danger always remains
that this will lead to greater prejudice on both sides. Few groups
chose this path in the aftermath of the war, precisely because it
would have made them so vulnerable: the example of what had
happened to Jews during the war was a warning to everyone not to
stand out.

A more extreme option was to separate oneself o� completely – to
set up an alternative community in which the ‘minority’ is the
majority, and can choose for itself what is and is not the norm.
Some small groups tried to do this in the aftermath of the war,
usually with disastrous consequences: in the south of Italy, for
example, a handful of disgruntled communities set up ‘peasant
republics’, which were forcefully put down by the central
government.51 On a national scale separation like this could be more
e�ective: eastern Europe succeeded in expelling almost all of its
ethnic German populations into Germany, Muslims were likewise
ejected from India and Hindus from Pakistan, and the nationalist
Chinese preferred to exile themselves to Taiwan rather than submit
to communism on the mainland. But such events were never
achieved without a great deal of bloodshed, and only shifted the
focus of prejudice from a local level to a national or international
one. Once again, the Jews are probably the best example of this: if
Zionist Jews believed that they could abolish prejudice by creating
their own state in 1948, they were sorely mistaken – the state of
Israel has since become a national ‘Other’ for much of the world,
and has simultaneously created its own ‘Others’, both internally and
within the region.



The only other option was to work together with other groups,
including those in power and those who had oppressed others in the
past, and try to achieve some kind of consensus. This was the
approach that the United Nations took with its Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. It was also the approach favoured by
prominent philosophers and sociologists like Simone de Beauvoir
and W. E. B. Du Bois, who believed that di�erences between
individuals and groups were inevitable and universal, and that the
only hope for greater equality was for all individuals and all groups
to recognize their responsibilities towards one another. But this
approach also had its drawbacks, as became evident when the
following decades failed to produce any signi�cant progress towards
equality. It was in reaction to this lack of progress that a more
militant civil rights movement, women’s rights movement and gay
rights movement started up in the 1960s. By this time a new
generation of activists had grown up, less interested in consensus
and more interested in results.

These were the kinds of dilemmas faced by marginalized groups
in the immediate aftermath of the war – to assimilate or fragment,
to trust in consensus or to seize one’s own destiny unilaterally,
regardless of the consequences. Whatever path one chose, equality –
true equality, in the utopian sense – was, and remains, impossible.

But these dilemmas also point the way to one of the most
important characteristics of the age: the con�ict between the urge to
draw together as one, and the urge to fragment into di�erent and
ever smaller groups. This was the single quandary that, more than
any other, de�ned the postwar era. We shall see it again in the way
the United Nations was set up both to represent a world consensus
and to provide a forum for individual nations to �ght for their own
particular and sel�sh agendas. We shall also see it within nations,
where the urge for national unity often con�icted with a wide
variety of self-destructive forces. But perhaps most poignant was the
way it manifested in individuals. As we shall see next, the con�ict
between the urge to belong and the urge to be free from all



constraints was one of the most urgent philosophical dilemmas of
the postwar age.



9. Freedom and Belonging

Unlike many of the individuals whose lives I describe in this book,
Hans Bjerkholt was not a young man in 1945. He was already well
past the age of �fty, and largely set in his ways. The changes that
were wrought upon him by the war and its aftermath were therefore
all the more remarkable, because over the course of the next �ve
years he would turn his back on everything he had once believed,
and launch himself upon a new quest for world unity.1

Hans Bjerkholt was born in a rural part of south-east Norway
where, by his own account, he had an idyllic childhood. He grew up
on a farm, and spent his days feeding the chickens, tending to the
horses with his father and playing hide-and-seek in the barn with
his many brothers and sisters. During the long summer days he and
his siblings would spend hours in the woods, or go swimming or
�shing in the lake, before descending upon his mother’s kitchen to
be fed with home-made bread, fresh butter, bacon, eggs and milk
straight from the cows.

All this came to a sudden end when he was ten years old. His
father had lent a large amount of money to some businessmen who
subsequently declared themselves bankrupt, and the family had no
choice but to sell the farm. Weeping, they packed up their
belongings and moved to the nearby town of Sarpsborg, where they
found themselves a tiny apartment – two small rooms and a kitchen
for a family of twelve.

Hans’s oldest brother found a job as a chau�eur, his sister as a
waitress, and his father went to work in a paper factory – a soulless
place full of ‘grey-faced, weary workers’. Slowly they managed to
get themselves back on their feet, but one day misfortune struck a



second time: Hans’s father had a serious accident at work, which
hospitalized him for a year and a half. The factory owners refused to
accept liability, leaving the family to pay the expensive hospital
bills. And so the teenaged Hans was also now obliged to take work –
in the very same factory where his father had been injured.

Deprived of his birthright, �nancially ruined by the unscrupulous
factory owners, Hans couldn’t help feeling as though his life had
collapsed. As a child on the farm he had felt free and alive, ‘as if the
whole world belonged to me’. But now he and his family had
become mere cogs in a vast machine that did not care about them,
and which had stripped them of their human dignity. ‘I felt
miserable and physically ill in the factory and the whole social
system made me boil with rage.’

So began a lifetime of militant activism. He joined the union and
became one of its foremost representatives. Later he became one of
the founder members of the Norwegian Communist Party, and
represented his country at Comintern conferences in Moscow.
Fuelled by the injustices that had been done to him and his family,
his guiding principles were a perpetual ‘mistrust against
management’ and a hatred for the capitalist system that ruled not
only Norway but also the vast majority of the world. He longed for
the time when communism would triumph everywhere, and class
injustice would become a thing of the past.

Bjerkholt never imagined that he would begin to lose his faith in
communism, but when the Second World War broke out it gave him
a new perspective on life. For one thing, some of his communist
comrades had not behaved well at the start of the war, when they
had argued for collaboration with the Nazis (on the grounds that the
Soviets still had a pact with the Germans at this point). More
importantly, however, the war introduced him to a new spirit of
cooperation which he had never experienced before. When the
Germans invaded Norway he found himself working together with
all kinds of other groups towards a common goal that had little to
do with the workers’ struggle: Norwegians of every political
persuasion were �ghting together for their very freedom. In 1942 he



was arrested and thrown into a prison camp, where he was
immediately impressed by the atmosphere of unity, especially
between the Communists and the Social Democrats. During his
thirty-seven months of incarceration he came to an awareness that
this unity was not merely a phenomenon in his prison camp – it
spread throughout Norwegian society as a whole, and even into the
wider world, where the British, the French, the Americans and the
Soviets were also working together to defeat Nazism.

When the war ended, he hoped fervently that this spirit of
cooperation might continue. He embarked on a series of talks with
the socialists with the idea of creating some kind of united front on
behalf of the common man. ‘The great idea for our age is the idea of
teamwork,’ he wrote later, ‘the teamwork of all progressive forces
for one great aim.’ The experience of the war had given him a taste
of working with people, rather than against them, and he
desperately wished for some way for the di�erent parties, the
di�erent classes and the di�erent nations of the world to join
together into ‘one great uniting force’. But it did not take long
before the old class divisions began to express themselves once
again, and talks between the Communists and the socialists broke
down. On an international scale, relations between East and West
also collapsed, ‘thus showing our hopes to have been illusions’.

It was at this point that his son gave him a book for Christmas
that would change his life. The book was about a new ideological
movement called ‘Moral Re-Armament’ (MRA), which had been
started just before the war by a Protestant evangelist but which was
now attracting followers from all faiths and all walks of life. This
movement advocated a di�erent approach to human relationships
based upon four moral absolutes: absolute honesty, absolute purity,
absolute unsel�shness and absolute love. Adherents were advised to
sit and meditate for an hour or so each morning, listen out for the
voice of God and act according to their conscience. It was a simple
idea that appealed to Bjerkholt’s strong sense of moral
responsibility.



Hans Bjerkholt, convert from communism to Moral Re-Armament.

Curious to �nd out more, Bjerkholt travelled to the movement’s
conference centre in Caux, Switzerland, where he was immediately
struck by the peaceful and consensual atmosphere. He could not
help contrasting it to the many Communist Party conferences he had
attended, which had always been riven with in�ghting and
factionalism. ‘At Caux I felt an amazing unity based on love and
understanding strong enough to break down all barriers of class,



creed and colour. There were no factions in Caux; and even
Communists and socialists found unity.’ Here he met delegates from
Italy, France and even the recently defeated Germany, all of whom
appeared to be relating to one another in a spirit of mutual respect
and reconciliation. One French Marxist even stood up and made a
formal apology to the German delegates for his former hatred of
them – a gesture that Bjerkholt found astonishing, but also very
moving.

By the time he returned to Norway he was a changed man. He
immediately made a solemn declaration in which he pledged
himself to the cause of Moral Re-Armament and promised to
introduce its principles into the Communist movement in Norway. ‘I
accepted MRA with all my heart,’ he later wrote. ‘I had to accept the
challenge of absolute moral standards, and give up my own self-will
entirely.’ This, he believed, was the only way both to �nd freedom
‘from himself’, and to help lay the foundations for the classless
society he had always dreamed of. If all men could relate to one
another in the way he had witnessed at Caux, then all the world’s
ills might be cured.

When the Norwegian Communist Party learned of his conversion,
they quickly ostracized him. In the end he was left with little choice
but to leave the party, but he insisted that he never regretted this
choice. ‘Marxism is a milestone in the road,’ he later told an Italian
audience, ‘but it is not the decisive answer for the new ideological
era. The new way for our time is the philosophy of Moral Re-
Armament.’ It was only through MRA, with its spirit of consensus
and ‘absolute love’, that mankind would ever be able to achieve its
true aims. ‘No class and no group can alone and without the
assistance of other groups produce the new world we want. We must
�rst create the new men within ourselves, and then �ght along with
all others to bring the new world to birth.’

The way he told it, Hans Bjerkholt’s life was a story of paradise
lost and paradise regained – or, at least, almost regained. Bjerkholt
never lived to see the uni�ed world he dreamed of, or the classless
society that he had fought for throughout his life – although



Norway’s version of social democracy is probably as close as any
nation has ever managed. He joined MRA at a time when it was a
growing force in the world, and contributed to its rapid expansion
during the 1950s and 60s, but by the time he died in 1983 the
movement’s in�uence had long since begun to dwindle again. Today
its name is ‘Initiatives of Change’, and it has become just another
non-governmental organization amongst many. It continues to
preach the same virtues that inspired Hans Bjerkholt in the years
after the war – the virtues of tolerance, unsel�shness and acting
according to one’s conscience – but the missionary zeal that once
propelled it to prominence all over the world is now a thing of the
past.2

Everyone needs something to believe in. It is one of the tragedies of
modernity that the more a�uent our societies become, and the freer
we are to choose our own way of life, the more alienated we tend to
be from those aspects of our lives that we hold most dear – our
sense of self, our sense of community, our links to nature, our
familiarity with the divine. Ever since the nineteenth century,
sociologists and political thinkers have been charting the long, slow
death of mainstream religion and the corresponding descent of
humanity into atomization, isolation and the banality of
consumerism. Our communal obsession with creating and
accumulating wealth, they argue, might have lifted much of the
world out of poverty, but along the way it has also reduced mankind
to what the father of sociology, Max Weber, called a great
‘nothingness’ trapped inside a ‘steel-hard casing’ of materialism,
devoid of the very values that make us human.3

For all of its violence and inhumanity, the Second World War
gave the world a moment of glorious respite from this decline. I
have written elsewhere about the destructive elements of the war,
about the long-term splits it caused between ethnic, religious and
political groups, and about the cruelty it spawned, which continued
long after 1945.4 But on a broader, more abstract level, the Second
World War did something that no other event in modern times has



ever been able to do to quite the same degree: it united individuals,
communities, nations and even whole groups of nations in a single
cause. Tens of millions were undoubtedly cast adrift by the war, but
hundreds of millions were given a new sense of belonging unlike
anything they had ever known. If God is society, as Émile Durkheim
famously asserted, then in this sense at least the Second World War
was a divine event.5

The collective e�ort that went into the war is unparalleled in
modern history. Well over 100 million men and women were
mobilized between 1937 and 1945. Around 70 million of these
fought on the Allied side – more than all the forces on all sides of
the First World War combined.6 This does not include the many tens
of millions who served on the home front in factories and land
armies, or the tens of millions of civilians who gave their time, their
savings and their lives in support of the war e�ort. Whether they
were directly involved in the war or not, almost everyone on the
planet was emotionally invested in it to some degree: most people
wanted it won by their side; all people wanted it over.

This unity of purpose gave meaning to people’s lives in a way that
cut across all the traditional divides of race, nationality, politics,
religion, class and income. Americans cooperated with Communist
apparatchiks, trade unions with employers, Christians with Jews,
Hindus with Muslims, blacks with whites, rich with poor. In the
armed forces people of all kinds and classes served together,
celebrated their victories together, died together and mourned
together. Even amongst those who did not �ght there was a greater
sense of equality and shared sacri�ce, brought about by rationing
and universal shortages. This does not mean to say that the
di�erences between rival groups disappeared – far from it, tensions
between groups remained just beneath the surface, and even
erupted from time to time – but because almost everyone had
invested so much energy and emotion in the greater con�ict, they
were generally able to rise above their di�erences. Amongst all the
personal and local storms that built and dispersed during this time,



at a global level at least the war always remained a �xed point, a
pole star by which everyone might navigate.

Like all universal ideas, this idea of the war was necessarily full of
paradoxes. It involved a violent division of humanity, and yet it was
fought in the name of peace and unity. It involved compulsory
labour, conscription to the armed forces, rationing, restricted travel
and increased regulation of virtually every area of people’s lives –
and yet almost everyone, whatever side they fought on, considered
it to be a struggle for freedom. It brought widespread revolutionary
change, and yet it spoke to people’s desires for a new future and a
new stability. Whatever the brutal facts of the war, as an abstract
idea it promised all kinds of paradise to all kinds of people: as long
as the war continued, the whole world could believe in its ideals, no
matter how paradoxical they appeared.

All this came to an end in the summer of 1945. Europe and Asia
were liberated. Prisoners were set free from concentration camps.
Soldiers were demobilized, factory workers dismissed and forced
agricultural labourers allowed to go home. As restrictions on
freedom of speech were relaxed everywhere, even in countries like
the Soviet Union, people began to ask what they were going to do
next. What should they �ght for, now that the �ghting was over?
Should they try to rebuild what they had lost, or should they build
something new? Should they demand yet more changes in their
communities, or should they instead try to recover some sense of
stability? Should they look out for themselves, or for their
communities, or for their nations, class, race, or some other, still
greater good – the whole of humanity, perhaps? In the absence of
war, what was the point of life? What did ‘freedom’ actually mean?

Today, when we look back at VE Day and VJ Day, we remember
only the joy of victory and the relief that the whole world felt at the
end of hostilities – but actually, beneath all the celebrations, there
was also an undercurrent of something very di�erent. Of course,
most people understood that the end of the war had brought a new
kind of uncertainty to life, but their feelings often went deeper than
mere uncertainty. When reading through diaries, letters and oral



testimonies from the end of the war, it is remarkable how often
people asked the same question: ‘Why am I not really happy?’7 For
those who had lost family and friends there was an obvious answer
to this question; but for others, the emptiness they felt was much
more di�cult to de�ne. They complained that they ‘had no anchor
in life’, or that ‘the end of the war took away the purpose’ of living.8
‘When the war ended I was surprised that I wasn’t all that elated,’
remembered one British intelligence o�cer, years later. ‘I just felt a
slightly lost feeling … What you’d known for an awfully long time
had vanished, and there seemed to be nothing to take its place … It
was all gone.’9

The war had �lled people’s lives for so long that many of them
began to miss it. Compared to the drama of the war years, life
afterwards looked mundane, and its continuing hardships no longer
seemed to have purpose. Nostalgia for the war – which is still
common today, particularly in the victorious nations – was born
from this feeling of emptiness. As they looked back on the war,
people began to imagine it as an age of heroes when, despite the
violence, everyone at least knew what was right and what was
wrong. The Soviet author Emmanuil Kazakevich tells the story of a
scene he witnessed in his local bar on the �fth anniversary of VE
Day in 1950. ‘Two invalids and a plumber … were drinking beer
and reminiscing about the war. One of them wept and said: If there
were another war, I would go …’10

Freedom

Unsurprisingly, the philosophical creed that most captured the spirit
of the immediate postwar period was existentialism. For the French
philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre the ambivalent atmosphere that was
thrown up by the war’s ending was only to be expected, although he
would never have approved of the nostalgia it provoked. Sartre had
witnessed the liberation of Paris in August 1944, in which his fellow
citizens had taken to the streets, sometimes armed with revolvers,



sometimes not armed at all, ‘intoxicated with the feeling of freedom
and the lightness of their movements’. According to his description
of the liberation a year later, the violence had taken place in an
atmosphere of spontaneous festivity, as if it were a ‘rehearsal for the
apocalypse’. It was, he said, an ‘explosion of freedom’ in which
ordinary people had celebrated not only ‘freedom for themselves
and for each Frenchman’, but ‘the power of human beings’ in
general: ‘All Paris felt during that week in August that man still had
a chance, that he could still win out against the machine.’ And yet
this atmosphere of festivity had also been accompanied by an
overwhelming sensation of fear. Other towns and cities, like Warsaw
in Poland, had been razed to the ground for de�ance like this. By
choosing to take part in their liberation, the people of Paris had
embraced not only their freedom, but also the possible consequences
that came with it.11

Looking back on these events, Sartre was struck by the
universality of both the yearning for freedom he had witnessed and
the unbearable fear that accompanied it. In the summer of 1945,
when the wider war was �nally over, Parisians were still ‘dressed up
in their Sunday best’, but were also still unbearably anxious about
what the future might hold. It was signi�cant, he wrote, ‘that the
anniversary of the Parisian uprising should fall so close to the �rst
appearance of the atomic bomb’. Just as the people of Paris had
faced a choice in 1944 over whether to take part in their liberty or
to leave it in the hands of others, so now all of humanity was faced
with an even greater choice between total freedom (with all the
awesome responsibility that implied) and submission to a new,
nuclear inhumanity. In the face of such a choice, it was only natural
that people were full of anguish.

In the context of the Second World War and its aftermath, people
everywhere had been forced to contemplate the notion of freedom
with a new sense of urgency. During the war the word ‘freedom’ had
been used to signify all kinds of things, from human rights like
‘freedom of speech’ and ‘freedom of worship’ to the liberation of
mankind from various oppressive forces – Nazism, Stalinism,



imperialism, poverty and so on. For Sartre, however, true freedom
was something much deeper – a fundamental human condition that
all of us were ‘condemned’ to whether we liked it or not. According
to his philosophy, since all human beings are born without any
preconceived notion of what being ‘human’ means, we are all free to
make of life whatever we will: ‘man �rst of all exists, encounters
himself, surges up in the world – and de�nes himself afterwards’.12

Even those born into repressive societies always have choices – to
comply or to resist, to speak out or to be silent, to live or to die. But
in this freedom is also the realization that we are all fundamentally
alone, and that we are thus entirely responsible for every action we
take, along with all of its consequences. There is no guidance from
God; there is no template for human action – all we can do is invent
ourselves as we go along. In one of his wartime essays Sartre used
the metaphor of a Resistance �ghter, sitting ‘alone and naked’ in the
torturer’s chair trying to decide whether to reveal the names of his
comrades. In such circumstances – as in all of life – the freedom to
choose how we are going to act is not a gift, but a terrible burden.13

In essence, there was nothing especially new about Sartre’s
concept of freedom: philosophers like Søren Kierkegaard and
Friedrich Nietzsche had explored similar thoughts in the nineteenth
century, as had Martin Heidegger in the 1920s. But the context of
the war’s end brought new meaning to such ideas, as people
everywhere, coming face to face at last with their own freedom,
were forced to contemplate how they had acted during the war, and
how they would greet the huge new vistas of the postwar world.
The massive international popularity that Sartre’s brand of
existentialism enjoyed after 1945 is at least partly attributable to the
new sense of angst that people experienced all over the world in the
wake of the war.14

But Sartre was by no means the only intellectual to spend the war
considering the agony of freedom: other thinkers were formulating
broadly similar ideas from entirely di�erent perspectives. One of the
most in�uential was Erich Fromm, a German-Jewish social
psychologist who had left Germany shortly after Hitler came to



power. In 1942 he published his �rst work in English, a book
entirely dedicated to the problem of freedom and the terrifying
sense of dread that almost always accompanies it. The Fear of
Freedom was meant as a critique of the conditions which had �rst
given rise to Nazism; but it also addressed the problems that lay at
the heart of capitalist democracies like Britain and America, where
people who considered themselves ‘free’ often gave themselves up to
other forms of tyranny without even realizing it.

For Fromm, the ‘fear of freedom’ arises not from existential
causes, but from purely psychoanalytic ones. All human beings
begin life in a state of union and harmony within the wombs of their
mothers. All human beings are forced to progress towards greater
separation as they are born, weaned and gradually grow through
childhood and adolescence to the crushing realization that the
harmony, union and safety they had once known is gone for ever. In
essence, Hans Bjerkholt’s traumatic journey from the paradise of his
mother’s farmhouse kitchen to the impersonal adult world of the
factory represents the story of us all. We must all leave our
childhood behind, and as adults we are all fundamentally alone. Our
freedom, according to Fromm, not only makes us feel unbearably
vulnerable but also presents us with the reality of our own
insigni�cance in comparison to the vastness of the universe. In the
face of all that is not ‘us’, he says, we are mere particles of dust, and
our individual lives are meaningless.15

Like Sartre, Fromm believed that we can react to the terrifying
realization of our freedom in one of two ways: either we can face up
to it, and embrace our freedom, along with all the angst and
responsibility that that entails; or we can recoil from it in fear and
abandon our responsibility to some other ‘higher’ power – God,
Fate, society, orders from our superior o�cers, our nation, our class,
our family. Unfortunately, of the two scenarios, the latter is much
more common: as Fromm says, ‘nothing is more di�cult for the
average man to bear than the feeling of not being identi�ed with a
larger group’.16 The majority of us will therefore clutch at any
ideology that gives us a sense of belonging, whether it involves



religion, a slavish adherence to the norms of society or the more
malign devotion to a totalitarian regime – because anything is easier
to bear than the responsibility and agony of freedom.

In his analysis of Nazi society, Fromm described the desperate
urge for Germans to immerse themselves in a collective illusion of
power and eternity. Nazism, Fromm claimed, was simply an extreme
form of the longings that exist inside all of us. Deep within us all is
a core memory from our childhoods when we were able to believe,
like Hans Bjerkholt, that ‘the whole world belonged to me’. To one
degree or another, we all have the desire to consume others or be
consumed by them, so that we can be at one with them, just as we
were once at one with our mothers. To those who are terri�ed of
facing the vastness of their aloneness, even mass slavery or mass
sadism can be made to appear necessary, perhaps even beautiful.

However, he also warned that submission to authoritarianism was
not the only way that mankind �ed from the emptiness of the
human condition. Just because the Allies purported to be �ghting in
the name of ‘freedom’ did not mean that men and women in
America or Britain were any more ‘free’ than men and women in
Germany. Blind conformity to the expectations of our peers, our
employers or our nations was every bit as dangerous as submission
to a totalitarian ideology – if not more so, because, unlike Nazism,
these dangers had been completely internalized. ‘We are fascinated
by the growth of freedom from powers outside ourselves,’ he
warned, ‘and are blinded to the fact of inner restraints, compulsions
and fears, which tend to undermine the meaning of the victories
freedom has won against its traditional enemies.’ The war against
Hitler was therefore only one aspect of a much greater battle to free
the human soul from the many other shackles that we have forged
for ourselves.17

In the end, despite various di�erences between their philosophies,
both Sartre and Fromm believed that the idea of freedom held a
‘twofold meaning for modern man’.18 It simultaneously lured us and
repelled us: on the one hand it o�ered the in�nite promise of self-
invention and self-realization; but on the other hand it doomed us to



a life of total responsibility and total aloneness. Both men believed
that the only true path for mankind was to turn towards the
awesome burden of freedom and embrace it, with all the angst that
implied. The alternative was to turn away in what Sartre called ‘bad
faith’, and submit ourselves to new rules, new ideologies and new
tyrannies which Fromm believed would only end up imprisoning us
all over again.

In a world that was at that very moment in the process of both
reinventing itself and confronting its new-found freedom, this
message stood as a stark warning. The end of the war had presented
humanity with an unparalleled opportunity to seize its freedom
wholeheartedly, and on a global scale; but both Fromm and Sartre
understood that to grasp this opportunity would require a leap of
faith unlike anything that man had ever before been required to do,
even during the perils of the wartime. Whether we rose to this
challenge or shrank from it would determine the very nature of the
world that was at that moment rising from the ashes of the Second
World War.19

Explosion of Social Capital

Hans Bjerkholt was not the only person whose beliefs had been
profoundly shaken by the war and its aftermath, or who found
solace in a new system of belief in the following years. The postwar
period saw thousands upon thousands of similar converts to Moral
Re-Armament who, like Bjerkholt, saw in it the chance of ‘this
world, this vast world, becoming a family’, of ‘a new world based on
new men’, of ‘an end to the divisions between classes and nations’,
and above all an opportunity to save themselves from ‘empty hands
and an empty heart’.20 At its peak, MRA had o�ces on three
continents and over a thousand full-time volunteers – it was a truly
worldwide movement.21

Nor was Moral Re-Armament the only movement that o�ered the
opportunity for such salvation. The end of the war saw an explosion



of all kinds of ideologies all over the world – some old, some new –
which sought to continue the spirit of communal purpose born in
the war. On a global level there was renewed interest in political
movements like world federalism, communism and social
democracy, each of which believed itself to be the force that might
not only unite mankind once and for all but also heal its spiritual
and political wounds. At a regional level there were other panaceas,
some of which burst fully formed from the war, and others which
would develop over time, such as the desire for ‘ever closer union’
in Europe, the ‘spirit of Bandung’ in Asia and Africa, or the idealized
vision of the ‘American way of life’. Nations similarly chased their
own rainbows of ‘brotherhood and unity’ (Yugoslavia), ‘unity in
diversity’ (Indonesia), ‘spiritual unity’ (Argentina), and all kinds of
other ‘unities’ from Stalin’s ‘ideology of friendship’ to the appeal in
1945 by South Africa’s Jan Smuts for the ‘total mobilization of the
human spirit’.22 All of these postwar movements were partly
directed from above, sometimes quite cynically by politicians whose
only real agenda was to increase their own hold on power. But they
were also overwhelmingly supported from below by millions upon
millions of ordinary individuals whose �rst instinct was to build on
the sense of mission that they had �rst experienced during the war.

A crude measure of this postwar urge to believe in something
greater than oneself can be seen in the revival of religious belief
after 1945, particularly in Europe, where all the traditional
sociological models had predicted that the march of ‘modernity’
would produce nothing but decline. Religious statistics are
notoriously di�cult to pin down, but all the indications are that
Christian beliefs in Europe underwent something of a recovery, at
least until the mid-1950s.23 In Germany, for example, the Catholic
Church emerged from the war as a ‘victor among ruins’: churches
everywhere recorded a huge in�ux of new members, and were soon
over�owing with people eager for some kind of stability.24 In
Poland, admissions to seminaries rose threefold between 1945 and
1951, while in Italy the number of priests in the more religious
orders also rose strongly.25 Five times the number of pilgrims came



to Rome in the jubilee year of 1950 as did in the previous jubilee
year of 1925.26 Meanwhile, in Britain, the modest recovery in the
Protestant faith after the war was accompanied by a much more
dramatic rise in Catholicism: according to statistics compiled by the
Latin Mass Society of England and Wales, the number of marriages,
baptisms and receptions into the Catholic Church all rose by about
60 per cent in the ten or so years immediately following the war,
and did not decline again until the 1960s and 70s.27

Another crude measure of the desire to believe and to belong can
be found in the sudden and massive growth of the Communist Party
around the world. At around the same time that Hans Bjerkholt was
turning away from communism, millions of others were discovering
it for the �rst time. Once again, some of the most dramatic increases
occurred in Europe. Within three years of the end of the war, over
900,000 Frenchmen had joined the Communist Party, as had more
than 1 million Romanians, 1.4 million Czechoslovakians, and 2.25
million Italians. In postwar Hungary, Communist Party membership
rose from only 3,000 to 500,000 in a single year (1945). This
massive expansion of support was also re�ected in China, where, in
the eyes of one Western observer, the rise of communism after the
war �nally ‘knitted the nation into one’; in Latin America, where
Communist Party membership more than quintupled between 1939
and 1947; and even in the Soviet Union itself, where the Communist
Party grew by almost 50 per cent between 1941 and 1945, even
after all the huge losses of the war.28 The overwhelming majority of
these new Communists were people who wanted to be part of what
they saw as the tide of history, which they believed was sweeping
the world inexorably towards greater fairness and equality for all.
There was something mystical, perhaps even messianic about this
rapid expansion. As the Lithuanian-French philosopher Emmanuel
Levinas commented in 1957, ‘The uninterrupted growth of the
Communist Party, its conquest of the world, which was more rapid
than the spread of Christianity or Islam, its catholic range, the faith,
heroism and purity of its youth … have accustomed us to hearing in
this movement the very footsteps of Destiny.’29



It was not only those who sought radical change in the wake of
the war who garnered increased support: political engagement of all
kinds increased, everywhere, regardless of how radical or
conservative the individual parties were. In eastern Europe, for
example, it was not the Communists who received the greatest surge
in political support, but those parties that appealed to the timeless
emotional attachment of people to their land, such as the
Smallholders Party in Hungary or the Peasants Party in Romania,
both of which held power for a time before being ousted and
repressed by the Communists. In western Europe, meanwhile, the
surge in support for communism and socialism was matched by a
similar surge in support for Christian Democracy, a fairly
conservative political movement which came to dominate the
political landscape in mainland Europe for the next thirty years. In
Latin America the massive populist movements that characterized
political life across the continent in 1945 gave way to a deeply felt
conservative backlash just a few years later. It is instructive that one
of the most rapidly growing political organizations in North Africa
and the Middle East was the Muslim Brotherhood – a movement
that simultaneously advocated revolution and the promotion of
conservative Muslim values.

Another way in which people sought a sense of mission and
belonging was through joining workplace organizations, particularly
trade unions. These organizations grew massively after the war, all
over the world. In Latin America, union membership shot up during
this time: typical examples were Brazil and Colombia, where union
membership more than doubled between 1940 and 1947, and
Argentina, where it almost quadrupled in just four years (from
532,000 in 1945 to nearly 2 million in 1949).30 In Africa new unions
sprang up everywhere, and the stream of new members rapidly
turned into a torrent and then a �ood. In Ghana alone, for example,
the number of unions rose from fourteen to forty-one between 1946
and 1949, and the number of fully paid-up members rose sixfold.31

Other African countries saw a similar rise in union membership, and
indeed union militancy: the late 1940s saw massive strikes in South



Africa, Southern Rhodesia, Kenya, Tanganyika, Cameroon, Nigeria
and throughout French West Africa. This pattern of growth also
happened in Asia, Europe and the Middle East, as workers
everywhere gathered into groups, organized themselves into
federations and, eventually, joined in the larger nationalist and
internationalist movements. Of course, this often made both
political and economic sense, but it also gave ordinary workers
everywhere a new sense of mission, of community, of belonging.

The list of organizations that blossomed after the war could go on
and on – from social and cultural groups, to business networks to
charitable organizations. There has never been a worldwide
historical survey of what has come to be known as ‘social capital’,
but anecdotal evidence suggests that the same broad patterns can be
found in most parts of the world: communal involvement in social
groups of all kinds appears to have increased signi�cantly during
the war and its aftermath.

Data from the USA, where there has been a comprehensive
survey, would seem to con�rm this. In the year 2000, the American
sociologist Robert D. Putnam completed a ground-breaking study of
all kinds of community involvement over the course of the century,
from formal participation in political groups to informal socializing
at dinner parties and poker games. According to his �ndings,
average church attendance in America ballooned in the ten years
after the war from around 37 per cent of the adult population to
around 47 per cent. Union membership hit its peak soon after the
war and did not seriously decline for the next thirty years; and
membership of professional organizations such as the American Bar
Association or the American Institute of Architects followed a
similar pattern. Community organizations like Rotary clubs, Boy
Scouts and Girl Guides and parent–teacher associations saw a surge
in membership after the war of between 60 and 190 per cent. More
Americans joined bowling clubs and played card games together in
the 1940s and 50s than at any other time in history. Even charitable
giving saw a rise of between 35 and 40 per cent immediately after
the war, and its level did not decline again until after the mid-



1960s. According to Putnam, ‘in virtually every case one can detect
the same postwar acceleration in membership growth between the
1940s and the 1960s’. In short, ‘The two decades following 1945
witnessed one of the most vital periods of community involvement
in American history’.32

It must be stressed that none of these trends can be exclusively
credited to the spiritual in�uence of the war. For example part of
the growth in membership of certain American civic groups resulted
from increasing levels of education and prosperity in the USA during
the 1940s and 50s. Likewise, the rise in Catholicism in Britain after
the war was partly due to postwar immigration and the increase in
union membership in Latin America was partly due to increased
industrialization and urbanization. But many of these secondary
causes were themselves e�ects of the Second World War: in other
words, all this tells us is that the spiritual and material e�ects of the
war were working in tandem. Until a comprehensive worldwide
study of social capital in the aftermath of the war becomes
available, it seems safe to assume that the growth in community
involvement that seems to have taken place simultaneously in most
parts of the world was largely attributable to what has come to be
known as the ‘spirit of the war’. In other words, those who had
experienced the communal triumphs and sacri�ces of the war years
were more likely to value being a part of something greater than
themselves.

According to Robert Putnam, this growth in community
involvement came to an end in America at much the same time that
MRA went into decline, from the beginning of the 1970s. Since then
the collapse in the membership of all civic groups has been
dramatic, and in some cases catastrophic. There are many reasons
for this, including the growth of TV and computer use, increased
pressures on everyone’s time and the greater isolation caused by
suburban sprawl. But the single biggest factor has been
‘generational change’. In other words, as the men and women who
had experienced the war grew old and died, so too did America’s
commitment to community life across the country.33



When looking back on the late 1940s and 50s it is easy to fall victim
to the same sense of nostalgia that sometimes grips us when looking
back at the war. We might envy the greater sense of community
experienced by people who lived during this period, but at the same
time forget that this almost always came at a cost. The 1950s was an
era not only of belonging but also of fear, when people of all kinds
and all nations looked around them for someone to blame for their
insecurities, and found myriad terrifying reasons to run away from
the very thing that they had spent the war years �ghting for –
freedom.

This is what makes the story of Hans Bjerkholt so compellingly
ambiguous. On the one hand, he was determined to embrace the
responsibilities of freedom: he acknowledged unequivocally the
painful truth that one cannot possibly dream about changing the
world without �rst being willing to live up to one’s own principles.
As Jean-Paul Sartre observed, ‘nothing can be better for us unless it
is better for all’. And yet the language Bjerkholt used was not the
language of freedom at all, but of enslavement: ‘giv[ing] up my own
self-will entirely’.34 He longed not only to embrace his individuality
but also to subsume himself in the MRA movement, and through
that in humanity as a whole. In other words, what he really wanted
was both freedom and belonging, a perfect synthesis of his own
individual destiny and the communal needs of humanity. ‘This will
be the greatest and most radical revolution in the whole history of
mankind,’ he wrote hopefully at the beginning of the 1950s. ‘It will
give every man the kind of world he is longing for.’35 Such an idea is
the very de�nition of Utopia.

It is for this reason that many people have dismissed MRA as a
millenarian cult. Contemporary journalists questioned its funding,
its motives and its ‘over-simpli�cation of in�nitely complex
problems’.36 Conventional Christian clergymen denounced its
‘megalomaniacal self-con�dence’ and its ‘fanaticism’, which
undermined rather than promoted personal moral responsibility.37

Sociologists claimed that its emphasis on a personal rather than a
shared communion with God re�ected the very atomization of



society that it purported to be trying to heal.38 Psychologists,
likewise, interpreted it as a cult.39 In reply, MRA’s followers were
unrepentant. In the wake of the greatest war in history, surely an
ideology that cut through all the complexity of who did what to
whom was exactly what we needed? It was the adherence to
conventional ideas and doctrines that had brought us to war in the
�rst place. And besides, what was wrong with trying to �ll the
emptiness in our lives? What use was freedom, if it did not also
bring us meaning?

All of the visions of Utopia I have discussed so far have been
attempts by individuals, and the societies in which they lived, to
�nd some kind of meaning arising from the end of the war. Each of
them tried to �nd universal principles upon which a new kind of
society could be built; but in doing so each of them ended up
coming face to face with the impossibility of ever achieving their
dreams.

Eugene Rabinowitch’s desire to promote rational, scienti�c
thinking in relation to the challenges of the nuclear age was his
attempt to stand in the way of those irrational human impulses that
had led to war. And yet the mythological way that the public, and
even some of his fellow atomic scientists, thought about the atom
bomb undermined the very message that people like him were
trying to promote.

Giancarlo De Carlo likewise devoted his life to making the world a
better place after the war. He was simultaneously inspired by the
promise of creating new cities that would work for the good of all,
and repelled by the way that such promises seemed to trample on
the needs of individuals – he would spend the rest of his life trying
to reconcile these two opposing impulses.

Meanwhile, Françoise Leclercq saw her life transformed by her
experience of the war. Afterwards, she made it her mission to
promote a greater equality for women, for the poor, and for people
of di�erent nationalities and faiths. And yet at the heart of her
actions was a paradox: by singling out these groups she was



necessarily acknowledging their di�erence, their ‘Otherness’, their
inequality.

All of these people were, like Hans Bjerkholt, trying their best to
reject fear and embrace freedom. That none of them fully succeeded
should not be disappointing: Utopia is, by its very nature,
impossible. All were motivated by a belief that it is better to try and
fail than never to try at all, and that if they were indeed doomed to
fail, they would at least try to fail well. In the process they each
found themselves supported by communities of like-minded people
who gave them, if not the realization of their dreams, at least a
sense of belonging.

To a degree, the remainder of this book is about what the people
of all nations reached for in order to �ll the void that ‘freedom’
presented to them at the end of the war. In the following chapters I
will leave it to the reader to decide whether the various protagonists
were rushing towards freedom or away from it (or, indeed, tearing
themselves apart by trying to ful�l both urges simultaneously). For
the moment I wish only to observe that few people can tolerate a
spiritual vacuum for long. After the war was over, the one thing that
almost everyone craved was a sense of belonging; and whether it
manifested itself positively or negatively, it was this urge above all
others that most characterized the spirit of the age.



PART III

One World



10. World Economy

In our collective memory, the Second World War was a time of high
drama. It was full of vast battles, where people were killed with
guns and shells and bombs and all the other machinery of violence.
In our mental images of blood and smoke there is an immediacy
that is hard to ignore; but in reality there were many other facets to
the Second World War that, while less immediately dramatic, could
be no less deadly. As the �rst truly ‘total’ war, it manifested itself in
terms that were not only military but also economic.

One of those who witnessed the economic side of the war was a
young Indian artist named Chittaprosad Bhattacharya. At the
outbreak of the war, Chittaprosad was in his early twenties, and was
busy struggling to �nd an artistic style that felt meaningful. He had
toyed with Indian traditionalist art and modernist art, but had never
managed to �nd a way to connect his paintings to the realities of
Indian life as he saw it all around him. What he wanted to express,
he said, seemed always to be ‘just around the corner’; but whenever
he thought he had found it, ‘it turned out again and again to be a
myth’.1

The war changed everything. Suddenly Chittaprosad’s home
province became a hive of activity. Government money began to
pour into Bengal, especially to the city of Calcutta, which quickly
became one of the centres of India’s war production. The army
started recruiting, and moving resources to the borders of India to
protect it from outside invasion. Political activity – already very
strong in India – began to increase everywhere. People were pro-
war, or anti-war, or simply demanded that the British ‘quit India’.



For Chittaprosad this change seemed suddenly to have brought
the world into focus. He shared the indignation of millions of
Indians at the way the British authorities had taken the country to
war without even consulting its people; nevertheless, for the
moment at least, the new threat of a fascist Japanese power seemed
to outweigh everything else. Inspired by some peasant friends,
Chittaprosad joined the Communist Party and immediately began
painting propaganda posters in support of the war e�ort. He
composed songs about the ‘people’s war’ and began to tour the
border areas of India and Burma with his anti-Fascist paintings. He
felt as though he had been born into a ‘new life’.2





Chittaprosad a few years after the war.

This ‘new life’ was con�rmed, once and for all, in the middle of
1942, when the Japanese invasion �nally reached the fringes of
India. Chittaprosad lived in the district of Chittagong, India’s last
outpost in the east of the country, and he saw at �rst hand the
plight of the tens of thousands of Burmese refugees who now came
�ooding across the border. In panic, the British authorities began
requisitioning rice stocks, and seized or sank all the village boats in
order to deny them to the advancing Japanese. No thought was
given to the fact that these boats were ‘the only means of livelihood
or of communication for the vast majority of the village-folks all
over the district’. For the �rst time Chittaprosad witnessed a
phenomenon he had never seen before: ‘a black market, particularly
in food’ which quickly ‘began to raise its monstrous head’. All of a
sudden he felt as though he were ‘on a sinking ship’.3

Over the course of the following year, Chittaprosad watched the
price of rice double, and then double again. By the end of 1943
there were reports of rice being sold in Chittagong for 80 rupees per
maund – more than ten times the price before the crisis started.4
When a cyclone hit the rice-growing areas of western Bengal, the
crisis spread out of the border areas and across the whole province.
Suddenly rice seemed to be scarce everywhere. Those who had food
began to hoard it, driving the price still higher, until only those with
substantial savings, or something to sell, could a�ord it. The Bengali
people were beginning to starve.

To say that the government response to this situation was
inadequate would be an understatement. Bengal had its own
autonomous provincial government before and during the war,
which had various powers to impose economic controls on its
people. Had it set up a comprehensive system of rationing and price
controls at the beginning of the war, like so many other
governments around the world had done, the coming crisis might
have been averted. Instead, limited price controls were introduced
but then abandoned again, with disastrous consequences. Rationing



was not introduced until as late as 1944, but even then only in
Calcutta, which simply had the e�ect of sucking yet more food away
from the starving countryside.5

The reaction of the central Indian government was not much
better. When Bengali ministers made muted e�orts to highlight the
food crisis in their province, central government turned a deaf ear –
indeed, it insisted that Bengal continue exporting food to Ceylon,
which was also su�ering problems of food supply.6 Perhaps if the
central Indian government had set up a supply centre in the same
way that the Allies had done in the Middle East, it might have been
more attuned to the series of bottlenecks that were beginning to
strangle the north-east of the country. But a dedicated Food
Department was set up only at the very end of 1942, by which time
the conditions for famine had already established themselves. In the
meantime, the government committed itself to a policy of
‘unrestricted free trade’, which, in the context of a world war,
proved utterly disastrous.7 ‘It may be bitter, but it must be faced,’
wrote one angry journalist in 1944:

Central Government ignored the major problem of food distribution in India until it
was too late, and in the face of the threat of invasion, feeding the army, and the
sealing of India from the world market, thought �t to leave India’s food to blind
chance and laissez faire at a time when such inaction was not only careless but
criminal.8

However, the ultimate responsibility for what happened next must
lie with the British imperial government in London, whose long-
term neglect of Bengal’s economic needs had left it ill equipped to
cope with the strains of total war. Between 1940 and 1942 the
British were too concerned with their own survival to worry about
economic events in distant parts of the empire. In 1943, when the
extent of the food crisis in Bengal became international news,
Churchill and his government still steadfastly resisted taking any
action to help. Despite a series of urgent requests for emergency
food relief, and o�ers of help from other parts of the British
Commonwealth, both Churchill and the Allied Joint Chiefs of Sta�



insisted that they could not spare the shipping. Even when Canada
o�ered to supply 100,000 tons of wheat to Bengal, London turned it
down. The people of Bengal would be left to starve on their own.9

Chittaprosad witnessed the consequences of these events close up.
He saw the impact of the British army in east Bengal, which
commandeered good agricultural land for building roads, camps,
aerodromes and training grounds. He saw the corruption of local
o�cials and ‘pot-bellied mahajans’ (money lenders), who conspired
to keep food prices high, and he shared the ‘hatred and bitterness’
that those around him felt for national politicians, whose hypocrisy,
indi�erence and relative wealth was ‘an insult to the hungry
thousands’.10 But most of all he saw a universal hatred for the
British, whose apathy had only fuelled the crisis. It was this ‘alien
government’ that he blamed for a total collapse of national morale
during the famine, and the death of ‘civilized social instincts’
throughout Bengal.

Over the coming months he began to draw pictures of skeletal
beggars, of corpses in the street, of �ocks of vultures circling over
the whole of Bengal. He wrote accounts of the famine in the
Communist Party newspapers, and in November 1943 he embarked
on a walking tour of Midnapur, one of the worst-a�ected districts, in
order to document what was happening to his country. He described
it as a land of ‘vultures and robbers’, strewn with the bones and the
skulls of those who had died. On his journey he met women who
were forced to prostitute themselves as the only way to buy food,
and destitute families who had sold their farms and all their
possessions in exchange for rice. After one particularly bleak walk
through an empty countryside, he described a landscape that
appeared devoid of all life. ‘I began to doubt if we would come
across any living creature even if we went to the ends of the earth,’
he wrote. ‘As far as my eyes could reach, I found no trace of human
habitation anywhere. All around there were only barren �elds,
stretching away to the distant horizon.’ This was a kind of
Armageddon brought about not by bombs or shells, but by slow



economic su�ocation. The experience was so profoundly depressing
that he began to feel as if he ‘had lost faith in life itself’.11

Chittaprosad’s portrayal of a starving man with his child during the Bengal famine: ‘He has
lost his land and his wife has left him. There is very little left that he could call his own in
the world.’



The Bengal famine of 1943–44, and the global war that underlay
it, would haunt Chittaprosad for the rest of his days. It was this
time, more than any other, which de�ned him as an artist. ‘If
anyone is in a position to learn anything from life, it is against the
background of death,’ he later claimed. ‘At an hour when the very
existence of humanity and civilization is threatened by out-bursts of
forces of brutality and destruction and death, an artist either lays
down his brush and picks up a gun or walks out of the human-world
and joins the devil … I could not lay down my brush, just because I
could not �nd a gun to pick up to hold it against the fascist hordes.
And I could not �nd a gun because, you see, the British rulers were
“managing things” for us in spite of our eager willingness and
unquestionable ability to look after ourselves …’

In the context of colonialism, total war and economic devastation,
art was the only defence Chittaprosad was granted. ‘I was forced by
circumstances to turn my brush into as sharp a weapon as I could
make it.’12

The Economic E�ects of the War

The Bengal famine was one of the most devastating events of the
Second World War. In the space of just over a year, more people
died in this one province than were killed during the liberation of
the whole of western Europe – and all without a single bullet being
�red. O�cial estimates at the end of the war put the �nal death toll
at around 1.5 million, but later academic reports consider a �gure of
3 million deaths to be more realistic – all of them directly
attributable to the famine.13 Moreover, this was just one example of
a phenomenon that occurred all over the world. A similar famine
happened the same year in China, where up to 2 million peasants in
Henan province are thought to have died; a similar number are also
thought to have died in Tonkin, in French Indochina.14 Millions
more died in local famines in the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies,
Japan, Russia, Ukraine, Poland, Greece, the Netherlands, and even



parts of Africa. According to some historians, around 20 million
people died during the war not through violence, but through
hunger.15

What makes these deaths seem doubly tragic is the fact that, even
in Bengal, there was no insurmountable shortage of food. According
to economist Amartya Sen there was probably enough food to go
around – it’s just that those who possessed food supplies were not
willing to sell them at a price the poor could a�ord.16 On a global
scale too the problem was one not of supply but of distribution.
Throughout Europe, much of the transport network had been
destroyed by the war, and that which remained was reserved largely
for military use: the distribution of food around the continent
therefore su�ered accordingly. The same was true in much of the
rest of the world. Tens of millions of tons of shipping was destroyed
during the war – some 11.7 million tons in the British Merchant
Navy alone – and the Japanese merchant �eet was all but wiped
out.17 So much of the remaining shipping capacity was reserved for
military purposes that it became impossible to prevent surpluses of
food building up in some nations, and shortages in others. So, for
example, while sugar was rationed in the United States, huge stocks
of it were building up in the West Indies. And while people starved
in much of Asia and eastern Europe, Argentina was burning corn for
fuel.18

So serious were these supply bottlenecks that governments
everywhere were forced to resort to severe controls on the
distribution of food. They took charge of the supply chain, imposed
price restrictions and introduced systems of rationing. Entire new
industries started up, often with government support, in order to
maximize shipping space. Meat was deboned, preserved and tinned;
eggs were dried and powdered; milk was condensed. Priority was
given to high-energy foods like potatoes at the expense of rice and
wheat, or to protein-rich foods like cheese in preference to butter.
When centralized actions like this were done well, as in Britain, they
could be extraordinarily e�ective. But when they were mismanaged,
as they were in Bengal – or exploitative, as they were in much of



colonial Africa as well as occupied Europe and Asia – they could
cause terrible su�ering.

It was not only the trade in food that was disrupted by the Second
World War: between 1939 and 1945 the whole global economy was
turned upside down. Trade patterns that had been built up over
decades broke down almost overnight, often to be replaced with
new, unfamiliar arrangements. So, for example, many countries in
francophone Africa lost up to two-thirds of their export market
when the war cut them o� from France while other countries, like
the Belgian Congo, doubled the value of their major exports by
forming new trading partnerships with Britain, South Africa and the
USA.19 A similar transformation occurred in Latin America and the
Caribbean: when traditional ties with Europe were virtually severed,
the whole region became much more dependent on trade with the
USA – a dependency that would remain for decades to come.20

Alongside the changes in international trade came equally
dramatic changes in employment. As millions of people were
recruited into the world’s armies and its vital war industries, levels
of employment rose almost everywhere. Wages also rose, as various
industries competed to attract workers. Such changes might have
delighted ordinary workers in the short term, but they could prove
disastrous for some traditional industries. Why should people in
Tonga carry on working in the copra industry when they could earn
much better money renting bicycles to American soldiers stationed
on the island? And why should agricultural labourers in Iceland
bother to work long hours on farms when they could double their
income working in the new Allied military bases?21

In order to keep essential industries running, nations all over the
world resorted to conscripting labour. In countries like Britain,
Australia and the USA, where a series of Women’s Land Armies were
set up in order to keep farms working, conscription was more or less
accepted as a necessary sacri�ce for the war. But in many African
countries, conscription was often �ercely resented as yet another
form of colonial exploitation. In Tanganyika, for example,
plantation workers were housed in guarded compounds to stop them



deserting, and the government authorized the use of corporal
punishment for those who refused to work. In Nigeria, more than
100,000 peasants were forced to leave their land in order to work in
the tin mines; and in Rhodesia white settlers manipulated
government opinion in order to conscript tens of thousands of
agricultural labourers at knock-down wages.22 In French West
Africa, the universal resentment of forced labour, which had existed
before the war but increased substantially during it, was one of the
principal drivers of reform in the immediate postwar years.23

But perhaps the most widespread and destructive economic
consequence of the war was that of in�ation. With so much
government spending across the world, there were now more people
with more money in their pockets. At the same time, because of the
war, goods of all kinds were now scarcer than ever. With more
money chasing fewer and fewer goods, prices everywhere quickly
began to rise. Of course, massive price increases were not
necessarily a problem for those whose wages rose in line with
in�ation – but for some of those struggling in low-paid jobs the
e�ects proved disastrous as their ability to buy goods and services
steadily declined, their savings became worthless and, in the worst
cases such as in Bengal, they began to starve.

The only way to �ght this kind of in�ation during the war was to
exercise draconian control of the supply chain and institute a system
of �xed prices. This worked well in Britain, where the government
had the resources to put such controls in place and where the
populace were more or less united in supporting them, but in many
other parts of the world it was simply impossible (see table).24 In
occupied Europe, for example, there was almost no popular support
for rationing, and so the black market �ourished. Thus, while the
cost of living in Britain rose by only about 30 per cent during the
course of the war, in France it quadrupled, and continued to rise
steeply for years afterwards.25 In much of the developing world,
meanwhile, there simply weren’t the administrative structures or the
resources to impose such strict and complicated systems of control.
Thus, the cost of living almost doubled in Brazil, almost trebled in



Egypt and increased almost eightfold in Iran.26 Sometimes, at a local
level, the rise in prices could be even more staggering: in the
Chinese cities of Quanzhou and Shanghai, for example, rice became
between 200 and 240 times more expensive over the course of the
war, and then accelerated still further during the civil war that
followed.27



Rise in the cost of living index due to the war (1937=100)

In many countries, particularly in the devastated regions of
Europe, people lost faith in money altogether, preferring to barter
food or cigarettes instead. In Poland, Romania and Hungary, money
became so worthless that people did not even bother to pick up
banknotes that had been dropped in the street. Hungary in
particular su�ered probably the greatest hyperin�ation the world
has ever seen – far greater even than the German hyperin�ation that
occurred after the First World War – with prices tripling from one
day to the next. Over the course of a year after the end of the war,
the price of a loaf of bread rose from 6 pengős to almost 6 billion
pengős. Banknotes were issued with numbers on them that only
mathematicians and astronomers had previously heard of.
‘Hungarians were multibillionaires,’ remembers one man
sardonically.28 While hyperin�ation like this was partly a result of
deliberate government policy, that policy was largely dictated by
the conditions inherited from the war. Hungary might be an
extreme example, but in�ation rose at alarming rates in all the war-



torn regions of the world, and even in many regions that were
geographically distant from the war.29

The world has never since recovered. In�ation today is a normal
part of everyday life in a way that it never was in the eighteenth or
nineteenth centuries, when prices all around the world remained
relatively stable. It was the two world wars – and particularly, in
much of the world, the Second World War – that created this new
normality.30

Winners and Losers

So great were the economic changes unleashed by the war that
there were bound to be winners and losers – not only amongst
individuals but also amongst di�erent groups as well as amongst
nations. At the height of the Bengal famine, when millions of people
were starving, there were nevertheless many who made themselves
rich, particularly the ‘pot-bellied mahajans’ that Chittaprosad so
despised. Food speculators are mentioned in virtually every report
of the famine, including the o�cial inquiry, and almost always with
opprobrium. In the words of one British journalist, ‘Money �owed
into the Stock Exchange; rice became a commodity of scarcity in
value; and the sharks of Big Business made their daily thousands by
trading in the people’s life-blood – their staple food.’31

All around the world, similar fortunes were being made and lost –
inspiring similar moral judgements. In the context of so much
misery and death it was di�cult for many to accept the idea that
some people might be pro�ting by the war. Thus, in Europe there
was much criticism of industrialists who had collaborated with
Nazis and Fascists, as well as farmers who had pro�ted from the
desperation of city folk who had been forced to make regular trips
to the countryside to barter their jewellery for food.32 In parts of
Africa there was increasing resentment of Europeans who had used
the war as an excuse to exploit black labour, as well as the Asian
merchant classes who had made themselves rich by speculating in



food and other essential products. Such resentments would return to
haunt nations like Tanganyika, Kenya and Uganda in later years.33

In Bengal, meanwhile, while everyone blamed the British for what
had happened, they also blamed one another. The Muslim League
accused Hindu retailers of deliberately withholding rice from other
communities while Hindus accused Muslim wholesalers of abusing
their monopoly of government procurement. None of this boded
well for the future of inter-faith relations in Bengal.34

On an international scale, there were also winners and losers. The
biggest winner was undoubtedly the USA, whose obvious wealth
sometimes inspired as much resentment as its contribution to the
Allied victory inspired gratitude. America’s role as the main supplier
to all the Allied nations saw it vastly enriched by the war. Between
1939 and 1945, America’s economy almost doubled in size, and by
the end of the war the country accounted for around a half of the
world’s total production.35 Furthermore, the USA also now
controlled the world’s shipping: while most of its competitors had
su�ered massive losses to their merchant �eets during the war,
America’s had more than quadrupled in size, and by 1947 the USA
had more merchant shipping than the rest of the world put together.
It was, therefore, America that decided what to ship and where to
ship it.36 In such a world, Americans found themselves better o�
than they had ever been: on average, their personal wealth in 1945
was almost 80 per cent higher than in 1939.37

Other winners from the war included Canada, Australia and South
Africa, as well as some of the neutral countries like Sweden and
Switzerland: by staying out of the �ght, or by being far away from
the destruction, these nations managed to sustain unprecedented
levels of growth, and emerged from the con�ict signi�cantly richer
than they had ever been.38 South Africa, for example, paid o� its
entire national debt while Canada not only paid o� its debts but also
bought up foreign assets, increased its gold supplies and
accumulated massive trade balances with other countries.39 Many
smaller nations also pro�ted from the war. Iceland, for example,
managed to wipe out its massive prewar debt problems thanks to



American military spending on the island.40 Iraq, Iran, Egypt and
Palestine also ended the war with large budget surpluses, purely
because of British military spending in the Middle East.41 India had
also managed to accumulate massive sterling balances during the
war, despite simultaneously buying up British assets throughout the
country. While Bengal had su�ered, India as a whole had not done
too badly.42

The biggest losers in this economic war included not only
Germany and Japan but also those countries they occupied and
those who had bankrupted themselves in order to beat them. The
USSR had certainly become a military giant, but its economy lay in
tatters: a quarter of its entire national wealth had been lost, and
agricultural production was so badly disrupted that it did not return
to prewar levels until 1955.43 The economies of France, the
Netherlands and Greece halved in size during the war, as did those
of the Philippines, South Korea and Taiwan – but while Europe’s
economies bounced back quickly, helped in part by American
�nancial aid, most Asian economies did not return to their prewar
levels until the mid-1950s.44

Britain, meanwhile, had been forced to sell o� almost a quarter of
its total foreign assets, run massive foreign exchange de�cits and
beg for billions of US dollars in Lend-Lease aid. Even after the war
was over, the British government was obliged to ask the USA for a
further loan of $3.7 billion – a debt that was not �nally paid o�
until the end of 2006.45

Britain’s new reliance on America was symptomatic of a dramatic
change in their relationship, and perhaps one of the greatest long-
term consequences of the war. In 1939 these two countries had
enjoyed similar standards of living, with GDP per capita almost on a
par. But as America’s standard of living grew during the war,
Britain’s stagnated. Almost every other developed nation su�ered a
similar fall in its living standard compared to that of the USA, but
over the decades almost all of them recovered, and by the 1970s
and 80s had at the very least regained the same positions they had
held before the war. But Britain’s relative loss was permanent. The



war had cost the country its wealth, its empire, some of its
traditional markets, and the dominant status of its currency – and
when its manufacturing strength also began to decline, the
di�erence became simply too great to make up again. While the
USA was easily the biggest winner of the war, Britain was probably
the biggest long-term loser.46

A �nal important point to make about the war’s economic
winners and losers concerns the gap between rich and poor. In some
parts of the world – places like Bengal – the war unquestionably
punished the poor far more than it did the rich. But in most places,
especially in the developed world, the war actually ended up being
something of a leveller. The rich not only lost vast amounts of their
wealth to the general destruction, but the political climate during
and after the war also forced them to accept higher taxes, greater
controls on their ability to charge rents, and even the
nationalization of their businesses. Throughout eastern Europe and
China, the Communist parties instituted massive programmes of
land reform, which saw the transformation of some nations from a
feudal economy for the �rst time. And while city dwellers might
have resented the black-market price of food, for peasants and
farmers this produced a much-needed return of wealth from the city
to the countryside. Thus the war massively reduced inequality
between rich and poor, city and country. Indeed, some economists
have gone so far as to say that the war ‘erased the past and enabled
society to begin anew with a clean slate’.47

The Vision of a Controlled World Economy

In 1944, economists everywhere agreed that some kind of radical
action had to be taken to regulate the global economy. The war had
left the entire system extremely unstable, and there was a universal
fear that the boom years of the war might be followed in 1945 by
another worldwide depression. Everyone was afraid of returning to
the toxic era of the 1930s, when the disasters of laissez-faire



economics had been compounded by a descent into narrow
nationalism.

If the war had taught the world anything it was not only that
centrally controlled economies could achieve wonders if they were
well directed, but also that nothing could be achieved without
cooperation between allies. As America’s chief economist, Harry
Dexter White, pointed out in 1944, universal peace and prosperity
would never materialize ‘if military warfare is followed by economic
warfare – if each country, to the disregard of the interest of other
countries, battles solely for its own short-range economic interests’.
International cooperation was, therefore, one of the indispensable
‘foundation stones for a secure peace’.48

It was with these thoughts in mind that White, along with
Britain’s John Maynard Keynes and dozens of other leading
economists, attended a conference at the American holiday resort of
Bretton Woods in 1944. Their purpose was to set up a series of
global institutions that would regulate the world’s economy after
the war, and help to prevent it from sliding back into crisis and
depression. The measures they came up with were not merely
practical: there was also a strong moral tone to the proceedings,
which were accompanied by a sense of urgency that would be
unthinkable today. The fact that forty-four Allied nations were able
to set up these institutions in just a few weeks is a testament to how
desperately important they all believed it was to reach agreement.

The institutions that were created that summer would be the
foundation of the world economy for the next thirty years, and even
today continue to exert a huge in�uence. The �rst and foremost of
them was the International Monetary Fund. The main purpose of the
IMF was to regulate the �ow of money around the world through a
system of �xed exchange rates, thus preventing the economic free-
for-all that had caused such chaos in the 1930s. It would also
provide a pool of funds from which member nations could draw if
they were ever struggling with a large balance-of-payments de�cit.
Finally, it would provide economic direction to those who needed it
– a function that it still performs today.



To say that the IMF was a radical idea is an understatement.
Never before had the nations of the world so comprehensively
overhauled the entire structure of the international monetary
system. After Bretton Woods, nations would no longer be able
simply to revalue or devalue their currencies at will; nor would they
be subject entirely to the whims of the market. The IMF would set
exchange rates, which could not be changed substantially without
its approval – in other words, the whole world was ceding economic
sovereignty to this new international institution.49 All currencies
would be pegged to the US dollar, which had replaced the British
pound sterling as the world’s international currency – further proof,
if any were needed, of how America had displaced Britain in the
world economy.

Even at the time of its inception this institution was fraught with
controversy. Keynes wanted creditor nations to take as much
responsibility as debtor nations for any imbalances between them
while White took the much more moralistic view that debtors
should be solely responsible for repaying their debts.
(Unsurprisingly, given that Britain was now one of the world’s most
indebted nations while America was its greatest creditor.) In the
end, as usual, the American view won the day.50

For the rest of the world, meanwhile, the most important thing
was to obtain as much in�uence in the new institution as possible.
The higher the contribution, or quota, a nation paid into the IMF,
the greater say it had over how the fund was run. Quota size was in
theory based on the strength of a nation’s economy – but once
again, it was the Americans who controlled the calculations.
Unbeknown to the participants, the top �ve economies in the IMF
would end up having enormous political as well as economic
signi�cance, since these countries would also end up occupying the
�ve permanent seats on the United Nations Security Council.51

A second global institution set up during the same conference was
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development – the
core body of what is today more commonly known as the World
Bank. The original purpose of the bank was to provide loans to



countries in Europe and Asia for reconstruction after the war – the
rebuilding of war-damaged ports or railway lines, for example – but
it also had ambitions to promote ‘development of the economically
backward areas of the world’.52 In the decades since the war,
development has gradually expanded to become the Bank’s primary
purpose.

The �nal major economic organization suggested at the Bretton
Woods conference was an International Trade Organization, whose
purpose would be to reduce trade barriers between nations. This
was supposed to be set up a few years later in 1948, but over the
course of those few years the world’s memory of the war faded a
little, as did its sense of urgency and its spirit of cooperation. The
ITO was never rati�ed by the US Congress, which was no longer
willing to sacri�ce even minor American interests for the sake of the
greater good. As a consequence, the world had to make do with the
more limited General Agreement on Tari�s and Trade (GATT), and
wait for it to grow slowly over the next �ve decades.53

Money, development and trade. The international management of
these three things was supposed to be the foundation upon which
the postwar economy would be built, and a bright new world
created. By managing the �ows of money around the world, by
funding big reconstruction and development projects, and by
greasing the wheels of trade, everyone was supposed to bene�t. As
President Roosevelt said to the US Congress in February 1945, these
were all part of a consistent vision of ‘a world in which plain people
in all countries can work at tasks which they do well, exchange in
peace the products of their labor, and work out their several
destinies in security and peace’.54 The Bretton Woods agreements in
particular were hailed as a breakthrough in ‘constructive
internationalism’.55

Unfortunately, none of these global institutions were capable of
ushering in such a bright new world, no matter how high their
aspirations. The political and economic inequalities that had to be
overcome were simply too great, and the damage in�icted by the



war too massive. The World Bank’s funds of $10 billion, for
example, were a mere drop in the ocean compared to what was
needed to reconstruct the whole of Europe and Asia. In the end both
the IMF and the World Bank were rendered virtually irrelevant in
Europe when the USA granted almost $13 billion in direct aid to the
continent under the Marshall Plan.

The IMF was also unable to impose its rules upon those who were
determined to ignore them, particularly when those countries were
powerful ones. As India’s delegate complained at the Bretton Woods
conference, expecting the IMF to rein in countries like Britain or
America was like ‘sending out a jelly �sh to tackle a whale’.56 When
the Fund o�cially became active in 1947, almost every member
immediately invoked their right not to allow their currency to
become fully convertible for the �rst �ve years. Most European
countries did not allow their currencies to be convertible until 1958,
and did not fully comply with IMF rules until as late as 1961.57 For
all its supposed power as the arbiter of the world’s currencies, the
IMF was beginning to look a little ine�ectual.

At the same time, postwar trade negotiations also seemed to be
failing. Not only did the USA pull out of trade talks in 1948, but
Britain refused to make more than minimal reductions in the
preferential treatment it gave to Commonwealth countries. It would
be years before trade talks would signi�cantly reduce trade barriers,
and it was not until 1995 that the world �nally saw an international
body with legal powers over trade policy that was �rst imagined at
Bretton Woods – the World Trade Organization.

Finally, and crucially, there were political di�erences between
many of the world’s nations that could not be overcome, no matter
how good or bad their intentions. Like it or not, everyone knew that
they were dependent upon the USA, which was bankrolling the
majority of postwar reconstruction and development. If Britain
found this dependency hard to swallow, then the Soviet Union and
its satellite states could not countenance it at all. Despite signing the
Bretton Woods agreements in 1944, the Soviet Union never
o�cially rati�ed them, opening up a political and economic divide



between East and West that would only expand over the coming
decades.

The world’s poorer nations, meanwhile, very quickly began to
regard the Bretton Woods institutions as something of a rich man’s
club. Up until 2012, every president of the World Bank was
American, and every president of the IMF has been a European.
Furthermore, the executive boards of both institutions are also
dominated by Americans and Europeans. In the light of this, it is
perhaps unsurprising that, in the immediate postwar years, the
reconstruction of Europe was always favoured over the
reconstruction of Asia. In later years the IMF would be accused of
surrounding its loans to the developing world with punitive
conditions that seemed to suit nobody but the creditor nations of the
West, such as the lowering of trade barriers and the cutting of
government spending. To the smaller nations, this has often felt like
the developed world infringing on their national sovereignty. As
Tanzanian president Julius Nyerere famously asked in 1981, ‘Who
elected the IMF to be the ministry of �nance for every country in
the world?’58

What emerged from the war, therefore, was not exactly a new
epoch of greater economic harmony, but a system that also
enshrined the di�erences between the capitalist West and the
Communist East, and between the wealthy North and the
developing South. Though the Bretton Woods system has since been
mythologized as ‘the longest period of stability and economic
growth in history’, particularly since the world economic crisis of
2008, it was never perfect, and never even entirely fair.59

But there are many who argue that, �awed as the Bretton Woods
system was, it was better than the alternative. Since the system
collapsed in the 1970s, the world economy – just like the national
economies of many Western nations – has been subjected to very
little regulation at all. It has endured repeated cycles of economic
boom and bust, and the gap between rich and poor has once again
grown to levels not seen since before the war. Today, some of the
world’s most in�uential economists are again arguing for a new era



of international cooperation in order to curb the excesses of the free
market. This is the only way, they say, that we can avoid in future
the sort of massive inequality that produced famine in Bengal in
1943.60

One might wonder how ordinary Bengalis regarded these
developments in the world economy. Did they welcome the new era
of global �nance, global trade and global investment? Or did they
rail against the injustices in the way that the new world order was
being set up? Did they envisage a brighter future for Bengal after
the war was over? And if so, how did they reconcile themselves to
the fact that, for them, there would be no Marshall Plan, as there
was in Europe; that there would be no aid from the United Nations
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, as there was in China; and
that there would be no end to the exploitation of the province which
had begun under the British, and which after 1947 would continue
under the Pakistanis?61

Chittaprosad, for one, had no illusions about a world of plenty
and prosperity for all. His paint brush, once sharpened to highlight
the economic injustices of the war and the famine, continued to be
employed in exposing the hypocrisy of the rich in their dealings
with the poor. In the immediate postwar years he continued to draw
propaganda posters targeting the British, but as the world’s balance
of power changed he began to concentrate more on the Americans.
In one cartoon he depicted the Indian prime minister, Jawaharlal
Nehru, exploiting the nation’s poor in order to extract dollar aid
from what looks like the barrel of an American gun. In another he
characterized India as a freed slave, beating away the predatory
intentions of Uncle Sam, who has a hatful of dollars and a pocket
stu�ed with atomic bombs.62

Chittaprosad lived the rest of his life, like the subjects he painted,
in a condition of dire poverty. Though he eventually became
disillusioned with the Communist Party, he never gave up his
socialist ideals, and the struggles and triumphs of India’s poor and
starving would remain a constant theme of his art. In later years he



also drew and painted pictures for the peace movement. But while
he achieved some fame as a political artist, the challenging subjects
he insisted on painting never entirely captured the imagination of
those outside the art world. When he died in Calcutta in November
1978, his death went entirely unsung.63

Chittaprosad’s bitterness at a world economy dominated by the USA is shown in this 1952
drawing of Nehru accepting money from the barrel of an American gun. India’s poor are
held fast as they reach for Communist help.

Despite his untimely death, Chittaprosad lived long enough to see
the transformation of his native Bengal, although that
transformation was never the economic one that he and so many of
his fellow Bengalis longed for. Their hopes for a bright future of
benign government planning, development and economic and social
progress were very quickly dashed. The decades after the war were
characterized by repeated political upheavals, natural disasters and



the return of famine. When the province �nally became an
independent country as Bangladesh in the 1970s, after a prolonged
period of repression and bloody civil war, it was still one of the
poorest regions in the world.

Since Chittaprosad’s death, Bangladesh has become one of the
world’s greatest recipients of aid and development loans – but even
the World Bank admits that decades of �nancing development
projects has done little to address the problem of inequality. More
than a quarter of World Bank lending to Bangladesh until the 1990s
was aimed at tackling food security and rural poverty, but most of
this money instead ended up in the hands of large landowners at the
expense of small farmers, who were often driven further into
hardship and debt.64

At the time of writing, according to the UN Conference on Trade
and Development, Bangladesh remains one of the world’s least
developed countries. Over 30 per cent of the population still live
below the poverty line, and more than 15 per cent continue to be
malnourished. Chittaprosad’s ‘Hungry Bengal’ continues to struggle
to this day.65



11. World Government

‘I was trained to kill. Not only other soldiers, but people in cities …
women, children, old folks …’1 This was how former US bomber
pilot Garry Davis summed up his experience of the Second World
War. It was a regret he �rst su�ered in 1944, and one that
continued to haunt him for the rest of his life: ‘I felt morally
degraded as a human being. My profession [before the war] was
acting. On stage, facing an audience, I was joyful, ful�lled and felt
worthy of life itself. My relation to my audience was one of mutual
respect, appreciation, even love … But as a wartime pilot I had lost
my humanity, my soul, if you will. I had become a mere killer of
fellow humans … “Win the war against the Nazis” was my sole
unthinking motive in life … No longer was I only a happy
entertainer. I felt debased, used, humiliated.’2

It is not uncommon for former soldiers to feel cut adrift once they
return to civilian life, particularly after experiencing the intense
highs and lows of active combat. In 1945 there were tens of millions
of �ghting men around the world who felt a similar sense of
dislocation. Some of them expressed it, as Davis did, in resentment
for the way the war had changed them; others struggled to contain
their aggression, to conceal their anxiety, or to come to terms with
the sudden lack of urgency or focus that characterized peacetime
life. It was not only ex-servicemen who felt this way: civilians across
the world had shared in the horrors and triumphs of the �ghting,
and in the wake of the war they also shared a sense of inde�nable
unease.

What made Garry Davis exceptional was how he chose to cope
with these feelings. For two and a half years he drifted aimlessly in



New York, plagued not only by memories of his brother and friends
who had been killed during the war but also by a sense of personal
responsibility for the things he had done, and by a nagging
suspicion that the world had learned nothing from all the years of
destruction. When he was no longer able to tolerate these thoughts,
he decided to take action: he would make a stand for world peace.
So he returned to Europe, to the ‘scene of the crime’, as it were, and
on 25 May 1948 he renounced his American citizenship. It was the
�rst act of de�ance in a personal crusade that would end up lasting
a lifetime.3

Davis had nothing particularly against the country of his birth: his
gripe was with the very idea of ‘nationality’ itself. In his eyes,
renouncing his citizenship was not a negative act, but a positive one
– the �rst step to becoming a ‘citizen of the entire world’ whose
primary allegiances were not to any state, but to mankind as a
whole. ‘The roots of war,’ he later explained, ‘seemed to me to be
inherent in the nation-state … To eliminate war … one would �rst
have to eliminate nations.’ If he could convince enough people to
follow in his footsteps and declare themselves world citizens, he
reasoned, there would no longer be any need for nation-states, and
international war would become a thing of the past.4

For the next sixty-�ve years Davis embarked upon one publicity
stunt after another, each designed to draw attention to the
inconsistencies and absurdities of national distinctions. Having
renounced his citizenship in France, he presented the French
authorities with something of a conundrum: since he was not a
French citizen, they wanted to deport him – but since he was no
longer an American citizen either, they technically had nowhere to
deport him to. When the French authorities went ahead with a
deportation order regardless, Davis went out and deliberately
shoplifted ladies’ underwear from a Paris department store with the
express purpose of getting himself arrested – that way he would be
legally required to remain in the country. On another occasion, in
London, he tried to walk into Buckingham Palace with the vague



notion of petitioning the queen. He was arrested and shipped back
to America for his trouble.

Despite his passionate commitment to world peace, Davis seemed
to possess a rare talent for attracting abuse. The American novelist
Paul Gallico characterized him and others who renounced US
citizenship as stupid young men with ‘bleeding hearts’ whose
exploits played into the hands of ‘a gang of brutes’ in central and
eastern Europe.5 The Soviets dismissed Davis as ‘a maniac exporting
world government from America along with powdered eggs and
detective stories’, whose real agenda was ‘to soften Europe for
American colonization’.6 Meanwhile, the president of the United
Nations General Assembly, the Australian statesman Herbert Evatt,
saw him as a hopeless idealist, out of touch with the realities of
international diplomacy.7



‘World citizen’ Garry Davis, carried aloft on the shoulders of his supporters after a speech
at the Vélodrome d’Hiver in Paris, 1948.

Nevertheless, there was no denying Davis’s enormous popular
appeal. In the late 1940s he inspired hundreds of ‘world citizen’
clubs all over Europe, America and North Africa, and gave speeches
to crowds of up to 20,000. He won the support of numerous
intellectuals, including the novelist Albert Camus, the philosopher
Jean-Paul Sartre, Nobel Peace laureate Albert Schweitzer, concert
violinist Yehudi Menuhin and the twentieth century’s most famous
scientist, Albert Einstein. According to various newspapers, he was
‘a dreamer of beautiful dreams’ and ‘a pioneer who is ahead of his
time’, who expressed ‘a deep emotional need felt by millions of
people’. In later life, the Times of India compared him to Socrates,
Galileo, Joan of Arc and Beethoven. Australia’s The World’s News
called him ‘a symbol of the thousands of little men in the world who
are trying to lift themselves out of the mental trough in which wars
are bred’. Regardless of whether Davis was right or wrong,
according to the New Yorker magazine, he was certainly ‘in step
with the universe’.8

During his lifelong campaign against the concept of nationality,
he saw the inside of a dozen jails in as many states, usually for
ignoring national visa restrictions. He started a register of ‘world
citizens’ which drew almost a million members. He set up his own
‘world currency’ and even a ‘world government’, based in
Washington, DC. Since every nation required him to have papers in
order to travel, he printed his own home-made ‘world passport’, and
issued similar passports to anyone who asked for one. Part of his
enduring appeal was his determination not merely to talk about
world federation, but always to put his words into actions. The
personal sacri�ces he made were substantial; and although even he
himself admitted to being hopelessly naive, especially when he �rst
started out, his dedication to his cause was never in doubt. As he
put it, ‘I wanted a crusade, not a meeting. I wanted total
commitment, not a membership card and a lapel button.’ At the



time of his death in 2013, he was still campaigning for an end to
nations and an end to war.9

Davis’s popularity was symptomatic of a huge shift in the tides of
global feeling. We have already seen how the Second World War
engendered a new longing for freedom, for equality, for a sense of
purpose and a sense of belonging. We have also seen how the
world’s faith in scienti�c rationalism and centralism had grown as a
result of the war. What Davis appeared to be advocating was a
perfect synthesis of all these things. His insistence on being able to
travel without documents was symbolic of the sense of freedom that
everyone wanted after the war. His invocations of a brotherhood of
man invited a sense of belonging – not to a nation, but to a more
universal group that included the whole of humanity. His wish to
become a ‘citizen of the world’ implied a sense of equality between
all people: the de�ning characteristic of a world citizen was not
one’s race, nationality, religion, class or gender, but one’s humanity.
In Davis’s world, there would be no need for war since there would
no longer be nations to �ght for. At a communal level there would
be no more heroes, no more monsters and no more martyrs.

Davis felt strongly that the only rational way to organize such a
world was to give every human being an equal say in choosing a
world government, which should be federal in structure, so as to
balance the desires of each region against the needs of the whole.
He was always vague about what such a government would actually
look like, but in his memoirs he said that he imagined it along the
same lines as the American system: in other words, a United States
of the World.10

There were all kinds of advantages to such a system. To begin
with it was one that Americans were already familiar with. As the
driving force behind most international change after the war, it was
essential that America should take a leading role in any new world
organization, rather than withdrawing into isolation as it had done
in the 1920s and 30s. Secondly, it o�ered a clean break from the old
world system – the prewar League of Nations – which had never



included the USA and whose failure to prevent the world
descending into catastrophe had discredited it in almost everyone’s
eyes. A federal world government would also mean the
centralization of power in the hands of an elected elite. For Davis
this meant the rational organization of world society by a body
whose only loyalty was to humanity as a whole, and which would
incorporate scientists as well as spiritual leaders.11

Garry Davis’s �amboyant publicity stunts and protests made all
these points in a rather chaotic way – but there were plenty of
others who were willing to place such ideas within a proper
intellectual and ideological framework.

The �rst book to popularize the idea of a new world government,
especially with Americans, was Wendell Willkie’s 1943 international
bestseller, One World. Willkie was a Republican senator and former
candidate for the US presidency who had been sent by Roosevelt on
a fact-�nding mission around the world during the war. His book,
which outlined his �ndings on this trip, described the universal
desire for change that he had discovered along the way. ‘The whole
world,’ he wrote, was ‘in an eager, demanding, hungry, ambitious
mood ready for incredible sacri�ces if only they could see some
hope that those sacri�ces would prove worth while.’12 Willkie was
adamant that these hopes must be ful�lled if the world was ever to
�nd peace in the future; and, furthermore, that America must lead
the way:

America must choose one of three courses after this war: narrow nationalism, which
inevitably means the ultimate loss of our own liberty; international imperialism,
which means the sacri�ce of some other nation’s liberty; or the creation of a world
in which there shall be an equality of opportunity for every race and every nation. I
am convinced the American people will choose, by overwhelming majority, the last
of these three courses.13

One World went straight to the top of the New York Times
bestseller list in May 1943, and remained there for four months,
eventually selling 2 million copies. It has been credited with



sweeping away the traditional isolationism, particularly by the
Republican Party, that had in the past prevented America from
taking an active part in world a�airs.14

Two years later, at the very end of the war, came another
in�uential book by writer and publisher Emery Reves, which ended
up being translated into twenty-�ve languages and which sold
800,000 copies worldwide. Reves was a Hungarian Jew who had
been educated in Berlin, Zurich and Paris, and who �nally settled in
the USA. Like many others of his generation he had been personally
a�ected by the war, and he had lost his mother in the Holocaust.15

In a tightly argued treatise, Reves claimed that the Second World
War was merely ‘the symptom of disease’: winning the war would
be meaningless if the world failed to follow it up by treating its
underlying causes. Like Garry Davis, Reves believed that the root of
all modern con�ict was mankind’s emotional attachment to our
nation-states.

Nationalism is a herd instinct. It is one of many manifestations of that tribal instinct
which is one of the deepest and most constant characteristics of man as a social
creature. It is a collective inferiority complex, that gives comforting reactions to
individual fear, loneliness, weakness, inability, insecurity, helplessness, seeking
refuge in exaggerated consciousness and pride of belonging to a certain group of
people.16

As long as nations existed, said Reves, they would always rub up
against other groups with similar fears and insecurities, and con�ict
would be the inevitable result. The only way to solve this problem
was to stop dividing ourselves into frightened, mutually exclusive
groups and integrate all nations ‘into one uni�ed, higher
sovereignty, capable of creating a legal order within which all
peoples may enjoy equal security, equal obligations and equal rights
under law’. In other words, what was needed was a federal world
government.17

All across the West, other people were coming to the same
conclusions. In America, twenty prominent �gures, including Albert



Einstein, Thomas Mann and three senators, wrote an open letter to
the American people urging them to read Reves’s book, ‘which
expresses clearly and simply what so many of us have been
thinking’; their letter was published in the New York Times, the
Washington Post and �fty other newspapers.18 Meanwhile, a group of
prominent academics at the University of Chicago were already
drafting what they hoped might form the basis of a world
constitution.19 In Britain, in 1947, the Labour MP Henry Usborne
founded the All Party Parliamentary Group for World Governance,
which at its peak had over 200 members from both houses of
parliament. At the same time, the former French Resistance leader
Robert Sarrazac was founding Le Front Humain des Citoyens du
Monde. It was Sarrazac’s group which eventually took up Garry
Davis’s cause and promoted him as the face of the movement.20

The logo of the World Citizens Association, one of many organizations around the world
that promoted global federalism.

While such groups were most prominent in Europe and North
America, grass-roots organizations calling for world government
also sprang up in Argentina, Australia, New Zealand, India,
Pakistan, the Philippines, Japan and Turkey. In 1947, more than



�fty of these organizations from twenty-four countries came
together at Montreux in Switzerland and made the decision to
merge as a World Federalist Movement. Their manifesto stated that
‘mankind can free itself forever from war only through the
establishment of a world federal government’. This organization is
still active today, and has links to like-minded groups in every
corner of the globe.21

It is important to reiterate that it was not only idealism that
motivated this movement: there was also a desperate fear of what
might happen if the world did not �nd a remedy to its problems. In
the words of Frank Buchman, founder of the global Moral Re-
Armament movement, ‘All the world wants an answer. We have
reached the moment when, unless we �nd an answer and bring it
quickly to the world, not just one nation, but all nations will be
overwhelmed.’22

Foremost in people’s minds was the threat of a new, even more
devastating con�ict. Even before the advent of the atom bomb,
statesmen like South Africa’s Jan Smuts were warning, ‘A third
world war may well prove beyond the limits of what civilized
society can endure, perhaps even beyond the limits of our continued
existence as a human world.’23 But after Hiroshima, such opinions
became even more urgent and intense. The idealism of Wendell
Willkie’s One World was giving way to a new message encapsulated
in the title of another bestselling book, published in 1945, about the
insecurities of the atomic age: One World or None.24

The United Nations

It was into this atmosphere of passionate idealism, mixed with
subconscious dread, that the United Nations was born. At �rst
glance, the UN seemed to share many of the same ideals of people
like Garry Davis and Emery Reves. It had the appearance of a kind
of world government, with representatives of �fty-one di�erent
countries who seemed united in their desire ‘to save succeeding



generations from the scourge of war’. By signing the UN Charter,
these nations solemnly promised ‘to practise tolerance and live
together in peace with one another as good neighbours’. It all
sounded very noble.25

In the early days of the UN, people across the globe desperately
wanted to believe in it as the solution to all the world’s problems.
Many of the UN’s early recruits had fought for the Allies or in
underground resistance movements, and regarded the chance of
working for peace as ‘a dream ful�lled’.26 In Europe the new
organization was hailed by some newspapers as ‘the great historical
act … which gives to the world a profound hope’ that it might
‘henceforth life in peace’.27 In Asia it was praised as a ‘great
coalition for peace’ and a ‘utopian garden’ (albeit one that was
broken up by the occasional ‘hard rocks of reality’).28 Some African
intellectuals also allowed themselves to believe in it as a beacon of
hope for a better world. ‘Never before,’ said the Nigerian
campaigner Eyo Ita, ‘has the human race seen a greater and better
opportunity for a world community of free and equal peoples.’29

There was similar enthusiasm even in the traditionally isolationist
United States of America, where both Republicans and Democrats
tripped over themselves to praise the new organization. Secretary of
State Cordell Hull claimed that the UN held the key to ‘the
ful�llment of humanity’s highest aspirations and the very survival of
our civilization’.30 Other prominent politicians called the UN Charter
the ‘most hopeful and important document in the history of world
statesmanship’, whose principles would lead us ‘towards a golden
age of freedom, justice, peace and social well-being’.31 Such
superlatives were re�ected in the American population as a whole.
In a Gallup poll conducted in July 1945, those in favour of the UN
Charter outnumbered those against it by twenty to one.32

Looking back, we still often romanticize the spirit that brought
forth the United Nations, just as we continue to romanticize the
exploits of eccentric idealists like Garry Davis. Today’s UN continues
to celebrate the moment when the San Francisco conference voted
on the new UN Charter and ‘every delegate rose and remained



standing … and the hall resounded to a mighty ovation’.33 Modern-
day politicians still praise not only the ‘ideals of the Charter’ but
also the ‘pioneers’ who built the organization ‘out of the ashes of
war and genocide’.34 Even historians tend to get a little teary eyed
when looking back at the ‘visionaries and heroes’ who set up the
organization.35

Unfortunately, the heroes of peace are no more able to live up to
such idealization than the heroes of war. The motives of those who
created the United Nations were not nearly as pure as they liked to
think they were, and the systems they put in place were often
directed just as much at sel�sh, nationalist aims as they were at
noble, universalist ones. Just a brief glance at the verbatim
transcripts of the debates that took place in San Francisco is enough
to reveal that Utopia was never on the cards.36 Indeed, there were
certain aspects of the United Nations system that seemed calculated
to disappoint almost everyone.

To begin with, the new organization did nothing at all to tackle
the one problem that idealists like Davis and Reves had identi�ed as
the root cause of war: nationalism. In fact, if anything, it enshrined
nationalism as the single most important political philosophy
governing our lives: the very name of the organization underlined
that it did not represent the world’s people, but the world’s nations.

Furthermore, the charter made it clear that some of these nations
were to be more equal than others. Although there were originally
�fty-one members of the UN, the �ve most powerful nations – the
United States, the USSR, Britain, France and China – were to have
special privileges and responsibilities. Unlike everyone else, these
�ve were to be granted a permanent seat at the UN Security
Council, which was regarded as the heart and brain of the new
organization. Not only that, but, unlike all the other members, these
�ve would also have the right to veto proposals that they did not
agree with.

These arrangements made perfect sense to the Big Five themselves
– after all, they were the ones who had done most of the �ghting
during the war, and they were the ones who would inevitably be



called on to provide resources to prevent any future wars from
breaking out. But as Colombia’s future prime minister Alberto Lleras
Camargo pointed out, while only the great powers were strong
enough to secure peace, equally ‘it is only the great powers which
can menace the peace and security of the world’.37 When the Big
Five veto was debated at San Francisco in 1945 it caused a storm of
protest amongst the world’s smaller nations. Egypt’s foreign minister
was one of many who objected to the fact that countries such as
Britain or the Soviet Union would e�ectively be able to ‘sit both as
judge and jury’ in any matter that a�ected themselves.38 Nations
from all corners of the globe denounced the veto as ‘immoral’ and
‘unfair and indefensible’, and declared that the ‘wings of power’
needed to be ‘trimmed’. But in the end the Big Five were able to
bully enough delegates into toeing their line, and they were granted
both their permanent seats in the Security Council and their
extensive powers of veto.39

A �nal issue that worried the idealists of 1945 was the way that
the UN Charter expressly forbade its member countries from
intervening ‘in matters which are essentially within the domestic
jurisdiction of any state’.40 On the surface this seems like a
reasonable way of preventing nations from undermining their
neighbours from within, as Hitler had done in the run-up to the war;
but it also meant that any nation could repress its citizens without
fear of outside interference. Moreover, it went against the
fundamental principle of one law for all; instead it endorsed the
idea that di�erent nations would be subject to di�erent political
systems, di�erent laws and di�erent levels of freedom. Thus the
Soviets were allowed to justify their suppression of the Baltic States
as an ‘internal’ matter; and European powers could reject calls for
them to let go of their empires on the grounds that this was
nobody’s business but their own.

The sanctity of national sovereignty over internal matters was to
have immediate and devastating consequences. National minorities,
whose rights had always been guaranteed under the prewar League
of Nations system, were now e�ectively abandoned to the mercies of



those who governed them. Thus, when millions upon millions of
Germans and other minorities were brutally expelled from their
homelands across eastern Europe between 1945 and 1947, the
United Nations did nothing to intervene. This set a precedent that
has caused untold misery ever since: without a mandate to step in
on its own authority, the UN has stood by while genocides were
carried out in countries like Cambodia, Rwanda, Yugoslavia and
Sudan.41

There were many who had already begun to feel disillusioned
with the UN even before the ink had dried on its charter. According
to the Canadian diplomat Escott Reid, the entire Canadian
delegation came away from San Francisco full of ‘deep pessimism
about the future of the United Nations’.42 The American diplomat
George Kennan was sure that the ambiguous wording of the charter
would inevitably lead to future quarrels; while the British diplomat
Gladwyn Jebb worried that the conference had aimed too high for
‘this wicked world’.43 Meanwhile, members of the smaller nations
came away from the conference feeling desperately short-changed.
Perhaps the most disappointed of all were those countries and
colonies that were not even represented at the conference. ‘Today
we are on the brink of another era,’ lamented one Nigerian
newspaper, but far from setting Africa free from the empires that
ruled it, the UN Charter seemed designed only ‘to deny the colonial
peoples parity of treatment in the new world order’.44

For idealists like Garry Davis and Emery Reves, the creation of the
United Nations was the ultimate expression of all that was wrong
with the world. Reves in particular railed against the ‘fallacies’ that
he believed were inherent in the UN system. He guessed from the
start that narrow national interests would always trump any
initiative for the common good; and that the passion for ‘self-
determination’ would only mean the breaking up of the old empires
‘into smaller and ever smaller units, each sovereign in its own
corner’. But most of all, he sco�ed at the hypocrisy of a system that
was so obviously weighted in favour of the mighty. Nations like
America or the USSR, he predicted, would almost always get their



way, because ‘All great powers behave like gangsters. And all small
nations behave like prostitutes.’45

Garry Davis, meanwhile, was a little more hands-on in his
criticism. One of his most high-pro�le publicity stunts in 1948
involved smuggling himself into the UN General Assembly meeting
and heckling the delegates. He declared that ‘the people of the
world’ were not represented by the UN, and called on them ‘no
longer to deceive us by this illusion of political authority’. Far from
promoting world peace, he said, ‘The sovereign states you represent
divide us and lead us to the abyss of Total War.’ Davis’s reward for
this outburst – as would be the case throughout so much of his life –
was to be forcibly removed from the building and locked up for the
rest of the evening.46

It is easy to detect a feeling of betrayal in Davis’s words. Both he
and the committee of French intellectuals who supported him – and
indeed the millions of people around the world who followed
Davis’s exploits in the newspapers – had made huge sacri�ces over
the previous years, and found the uncertainties of the postwar world
almost unbearable. They had fought the Second World War in the
service of an ideal; in return, all they had been given was a
compromise.

Some Quiet Successes

In hindsight, it is hard to see how the United Nations could have
been constituted any di�erently – or, at least, any better. The idea
that the people of the world would give up nationalism for a dream
of shared humanity was never more than wishful thinking: having
fought for their countries during the war, most people were unlikely
to follow Garry Davis’s lead and abandon their nationality now that
the war was over. The idea that the world’s most powerful nations
would ever abdicate their sovereignty to a higher body was also
wishful thinking. But perhaps the most wishful of all was the idea
that the Communist East and capitalist West could continue to



cooperate without a mutual enemy to unite them. The destruction of
capitalism was enshrined in the Communist Manifesto, as was the
inevitability of a capitalist reaction. If there were to be one world,
there would be room for only one system.

And so the compromises were made, and the UN limped its way
through the rest of the twentieth century. In the years that followed,
almost all the doubts of 1945 were borne out. Most of the Big Five
indeed used the protection of the veto to embark on their own wars,
much to the impotent rage of the vast majority of UN members.
Thus the British and the French invaded Suez in 1956, the Soviets
invaded Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Afghanistan (1956, 1968 and
1979), and the Americans embarked on a series of dubious
adventures in central America in the 1980s. The pattern has
continued into the twenty-�rst century with the American-led
invasion of Iraq (2003), the Russian invasion of Georgia (2008) and
the Russian annexation of Crimea (2014), all of which were carried
out without Security Council approval, and without Security Council
reprimand. When push comes to shove, the Big Five have proven
themselves more or less free to start wars whenever they want.47

As have their allies. Another feature of the Security Council veto
is the way that it has consistently been used in order to prevent
sanctions against any nation that is under the protection of one of
the great powers. Thus the Soviet Union always protected Cuba,
China still protects North Korea, and America steadfastly prevents
any sanctions against Israel. Regardless of the rights or wrongs of
each case, this has produced a system of double standards whereby
some nations get punished for threatening the peace while others
seem able to do so at will.

And yet, just because the UN has not been able to produce
universal and permanent peace, this does not mean we should
dismiss it entirely. Away from the great-power interests it has had
some impressive successes. For example it helped smooth the path
to independence in Indonesia and many African states. At varying
stages it has managed to maintain precarious armistice agreements
on the Indian subcontinent, in the Middle East and on Cyprus. It



retaliated strongly to Communist aggression in Korea in the 1950s,
and in the 1990s it forced Saddam Hussein’s troops to withdraw
from Kuwait.

Even the �ve permanent members’ power of veto has not been
exclusively a bad thing. At the very least it has provided a pressure
valve that has allowed the great powers to remain engaged with the
international process, rather than walking away from the
negotiating table as happened so often in the League of Nations.
Thus, if the organization has not always been successful in
preventing small wars, it has at least played a role in preventing
another world war.

In other spheres of life it has had some estimable successes. After
the Second World War, and throughout the twentieth century, it
cared for millions upon millions of refugees – feeding them, clothing
them, �nding them new homes and ful�lling their psychological
needs. UN agencies have helped to wipe out smallpox throughout
the world, raise labour standards, extend education and improve the
rights of women everywhere. Every time we telephone abroad, or
post an international letter, or �y to another country we are making
use of international agreements that have been brokered and
regulated by agencies of the United Nations. The list goes on. These
things might seem less impressive than the attempt to achieve world
peace, but they are every bit a part of the same urge to build a more
united world that so inspired idealists like Garry Davis and Emery
Reves.

Today, the most striking thing about the United Nations is how
anachronistic it all seems, particularly the structure of its Security
Council. Even in 1945 it was plain that Britain and France would
never again be as in�uential as they once were: nowadays they are
no di�erent from dozens of other nations. Today’s Russia is a mere
shadow of the former Soviet Union, and while China wields huge
economic power, it has still not achieved the rank of political
superpower. Only the United States has managed to maintain a
status similar to the one it enjoyed when the United Nations was
�rst formed. In the meantime, economic giants like Germany and



Japan and emerging powers like India and Brazil are obliged to
defer to a system that does not recognize their true worth. The ‘one
world’ that we chose for ourselves in 1945 preserved in aspic the
power con�gurations of the end of the Second World War. For
better or worse, this is still the system that we are obliged to work
within today.

Even the UN’s staunchest supporters understand that this is an
absurd system. As one international lawyer put it:

If someone would come to you and say, ‘Look, we want to have an organization
which is going to govern the world. But … it doesn’t have a budget of its own; it
doesn’t have any enforcement power of its own; it’s got to be a beggar to rely upon
its member states for either military support or �nancial support; it’s got to have a
charter which is a compromise, with contradictory principles in order to get people
to accept it; and it’s got to deal with all kinds of languages at the same time in the
sta� that are going to represent it. Do you think it will work?’ You’d say to me, ‘Are
you kidding?’ I would say it’s a miracle that it’s able to do as much as it does. I’m a
strong supporter of the United Nations simply because we have nothing better. But
you have to improve it.48

The man who spoke these words is a Hungarian American who
has worked within the UN system for half a century. It is his story
that we turn to next.



12. World Law

Benjamin Ferencz did not have a good war.1 When the Japanese
bombed Pearl Harbor at the end of 1941 he immediately
volunteered to serve his country, but it seemed that he and the US
Army had very di�erent opinions about what sort of contribution he
might make. As a Harvard law student who already spoke several
languages, Ferencz believed he might be useful in military
intelligence. But the army was not interested in his brain – they just
wanted to make up numbers. So, after �nishing his law degree,
Ferencz was drafted as a private in the artillery.

Over the next two years he learned all the tricks of the army. He
discovered how to cheat the system, how to avoid following
dangerous or illegal orders (‘of which there were many’), how to
outsmart the bullies amongst his superior o�cers – and, eventually,
how to �ght the Germans. He took part in the Normandy landings,
the Battle of the Bulge and the breach of the Siegfried Line. He and
his artillery unit shot down enemy planes, and bombarded enemy
troops. And he hated every minute of it.

It was not until December 1944, after Ferencz had fought his way
to the borders of Germany, that someone in the army hierarchy
realized that his talents might be better employed elsewhere. They
had been receiving disturbing reports from Germany that required
investigation – stories of Allied airmen being beaten to death and
prisoners being abused, and rumours of much, much worse. What
they needed now was an expert in war crimes. Somehow they
discovered that Ferencz was exactly such an expert: as part of a
research project for one of his professors he had read and
summarized virtually every book on the subject in the Harvard



library. So they immediately transferred him out of the artillery:
from now on Ferencz would be part of Third Army’s legal section, as
a war-crimes investigator.

At �rst, he took to his new job with enthusiasm. At least, he
reasoned, he would �nally be away from the horrors of the
battle�eld. He was given his own vehicle, and the authority to go
anywhere he needed and ask any question he liked. He entertained
romantic notions of himself as a man who could ride into town and
set the moral balance straight, like a legal version of the Lone
Ranger. He even painted the words IMMER ALLEIN – ‘always alone’ –
on the front of his jeep.





Ben Ferencz in France, 1944, while he was still a corporal in the 115th AAA Gun Battalion
of the US Army.

But nothing could prepare him for the sights he was about to see.
In the spring of 1945, after exploring a few individual murder cases,
Ferencz was called in to investigate the concentration camps that
the US Army was beginning to discover as it advanced into Germany
and Austria: Ohrdruf, Buchenwald, Mauthausen, Dachau, to name
but a few. From the moment Ferencz �rst set foot in one of these
places it was obvious that he was witnessing atrocity on an
unprecedented scale. ‘They were all basically similar: dead bodies
strewn across the camp grounds, piles of skin and bones, cadavers
piled up like cordwood before the burning crematoria, helpless
skeletons with diarrhoea, dysentery, typhus, TB, pneumonia, and
other ailments, retching in their louse ridden bunks or on the
ground with only their pathetic eyes pleading for help.’ In the
course of his duties Ferencz visited at least half a dozen of these
places, and the sights he came across would haunt him for the rest
of his life.

Neither could his legal background prepare him for the realities of
retribution in the chaotic aftermath of the liberation. When Ferencz
arrived at the Ebensee concentration camp, for example, he caught
some of the inmates taking their revenge on one of their former SS
guards. They beat the man mercilessly, and tied him to one of the
metal trays used to slide bodies into the crematorium. And then
they roasted him alive. ‘I watched it happen and did nothing. It was
not my duty to stop it, even if I could have, and frankly, I was not
inclined to try.’ But the sight seared itself on his memory.

Later, during the military trials at Dachau, he witnessed how
some of the defendants were given just a minute or two to explain
themselves before being sentenced to death. ‘As a lawyer, that didn’t
impress me very much. At least, not in a very positive way. Did I



think it was unjust? Not really. They were in the camp, they saw
what happened … But I was sort of disgusted.’

For almost a year, experiences like this were the stu� of his daily
life. By December 1945 he had had enough. Instead of waiting to be
demobilized, he went absent without leave, and then stowed away
on a troop ship bound for America. Nobody in the army seemed
particularly to care. When he arrived in the USA there were no
records of what he had done or where he had been, so he was
honourably discharged and allowed to go home. ‘The three years I
spent in the Army in World War Two was the most miserable
experience of my life,’ he later confessed. All he wanted to do was to
return to being a civilian lawyer and try to forget all he had seen.

The Path to Nuremberg and Tokyo

The kind of revenge witnessed by Ben Ferencz at Ebensee was
commonplace in the immediate aftermath of the war. Embittered by
years of cruelty, many people across Europe and Asia took
advantage of the temporary power vacuum to enact their own forms
of justice. In Czechoslovakia, captured SS men were hung from the
lamp posts. In Poland, suspected Nazis were buried in liquid
manure, beaten to death by former concentration camp inmates, or
forced to exhume mass graves with their bare hands.2 In France, the
Resistance summarily executed around 9,000 collaborators during
and after the liberation; while in Italy up to 20,000 Fascists met the
same fate.3

In the vast majority of such cases, those who committed revenge
saw no reason to involve the law. The guilt of corrupt policemen
and violent militiamen was well known: why should they be given a
fair trial when they themselves had denied that same luxury to their
own victims? Even lawyers could see a savage kind of justice in this.
One French barrister, for example, questioned the value of setting
up trials for a group of Fascist thugs who admitted to having ripped
out the eyes of their prisoners, ‘put bugs in the holes and sewn up



the sockets’. With people like this, he mused, ‘It may have been
better to shoot them immediately.’4

Sometimes whole groups, even whole populations, were targeted
with vengeance. In Yugoslavia some 70,000 collaborationist troops
and civilians were lined up in front of trenches and shot, or were
tied together and thrown over precipices. While a rudimentary form
of selection was employed, none of these people were given any
opportunity to defend themselves in a legal sense.5 At the same
time, all across eastern Europe, people with German ancestry were
being banished from their communities. Between 1945 and 1948
some 12 to 14 million people were expelled into Germany, with
such cruelty that at least half a million are believed to have died
along the way.6 Once again, the legality of such measures was
barely considered. ‘The whole German nation is responsible for
Hitler,’ announced the future justice minister of Czechoslovakia in
1945, ‘and the whole nation must bear the punishment.’7

Similar scenes occurred in parts of Asia. In Hong Kong, Japanese
soldiers were pulled from trams and beaten to death in the street;
collaborators and informers were hunted down by vigilantes, tried
by kangaroo courts and shot in the back of the head; and when the
Kempeitai executioner from Stanley jail was discovered trying to
escape on a ferry, he was trussed up by a group of Chinese labourers
and thrown into the harbour to drown.8 In Burma, agents of the US
Counter-Intelligence Corps had no qualms about executing
collaborators, while in Manchuria as many as 3,000 suspected
Japanese war criminals are thought to have been summarily
executed by the Soviets.9 In Malaya, meanwhile, Communist
guerrillas carried out a postwar ‘reign of terror’ in which they
frequently killed suspected collaborators and women who had slept
with Japanese o�cials. According to eyewitnesses, simple execution
was not enough: victims were often bayoneted, beaten or tortured to
death. Eyes would be gouged out, genitals cut o�, bodies
disembowelled. ‘There were no longer any proper laws,’ claims one
Malay historian, ‘and human lives no longer had any value.’10



The problem with summary justice like this was threefold: it was
cruel, there was rarely much discrimination between the innocent
and the guilty and – perhaps most importantly – it was often
indistinguishable from the atrocities carried out by the Nazis or the
Japanese military themselves. ‘We are repeating some of the
heinous procedures carried out by the Gestapo,’ lamented one
French Resistance newspaper after the liberation. ‘What was the
point in triumphing over the Barbarians if only to imitate them and
become like them?’11

The Western Allies also carried out plenty of summary executions,
both in Europe and in Asia. But this was certainly not how they
wanted their justice to be remembered. They wanted to imagine
themselves as righteous heroes, and architects of a fairer, safer
world; and they wanted others to see them in this way too. More
importantly, they knew that if a lasting peace were to be
established, it would be essential to demonstrate to everyone that
the era of indiscriminate violence and atrocity had come to an end:
the new world, in which all good men and women would be free
from fear, must be one governed by the rule of law.

It was with this in mind that the Allies approached the problem of
what to do with German and Japanese leaders once the war was
over. Many in the Allied establishment, including very senior �gures
like Winston Churchill, favoured simple, summary executions. But in
the end it was decided that to put them on trial would send the
stronger message. Dozens of military tribunals were set up across
Europe and Asia, but two especially were designed to serve as
beacons of justice – the �rst at Nuremberg and the second in Tokyo.
In these two trials the very highest leaders of each regime would be
put in the dock, in order that their crimes might be recorded for
posterity. The idea was not only to provide the world with a
symbolic example of how justice should be conducted in the future,
but also to establish before the whole world the guilt of those who
had planned and executed war and atrocity.

However, proceeding in this way provided the Allies with a very
real dilemma. On the one hand they wanted to demonstrate their



own moral rectitude: thus the defendants must be treated with
dignity, given resources to mount a proper defence and be allowed a
voice in court. But on the other hand it was essential that the vast
majority, if not all, be found guilty. The whole world knew these
men to be guilty of something, even if they did not necessarily have
the terminology to describe their crimes precisely. If any were
allowed to walk free because of a legal technicality, the Allies would
never be able to claim that justice had been served.

A great deal of thought was therefore put into how the trials were
to be conducted. Meeting in London in the summer of 1945,
representatives from Britain, America, the Soviet Union and France
drew up a charter describing the laws and procedures that would be
used. First and foremost, they made it clear from the start that the
‘only following orders’ defence would not be allowed. ‘There comes
a point where a man must refuse to answer to his leader if he is also
to answer to his conscience,’ explained the British prosecutor, Sir
Hartley Shawcross, in the opening stages of the Nuremberg trials.
‘Even the common soldier, serving in the ranks of his army, is not
called upon to obey illegal orders.’12 Conversely, commanders were
also to be held responsible for their men. Thus, if any army were
allowed to run riot through a civilian population, its leaders must be
held personally responsible – even if they had not themselves
ordered the atrocities or even sanctioned them. This precedent was
set at one of the earliest trials, in Manila, when the commander of
the Japanese army in the Philippines was – controversially – found
guilty for the barbaric actions of his army.13 Finally, to ensure that
as many as possible of the Nazi and Japanese military were held to
account, the Allies also added a charge of conspiracy. If they could
prove that a conspiracy between the leaders had taken place – to
start an illegal war, or to commit atrocities – then they could each
be found individually guilty of crimes that had been committed
collectively. These principles, which were �rst formalized in 1945,
have since become the bedrock of international criminal law, and
remain in force to this day.



The crimes of the defendants at Nuremberg and Tokyo would fall
into three broad categories. The �rst, and least contentious, was
conventional war crimes: the murder of prisoners, the killing of
hostages, the wanton destruction of cities and so on. Such acts were
already established as criminal by the prewar Geneva and Hague
Conventions, which formed the basis of the international law that
students like Ben Ferencz had studied before and during the war.

However, the sheer scale of some of the atrocities was so
unprecedented that it seemed to cry out for an entirely new
category of crime. So the Allies coined the term ‘crimes against
humanity’, which would come to be de�ned as any crime that
involved the systematic degradation of human beings on a wide
scale: mass persecution, mass slavery, mass deportation, mass
murder. It was also around this time that the word ‘genocide’ was
�rst used to describe the attempt to destroy entire ethnic, racial or
national groups. Unfortunately, the introduction of such terms
caused outrage amongst jurists everywhere. Even Allied lawyers and
judges accused the authorities of making up new laws and applying
them retrospectively. The US Supreme Court judge Harlan Fiske
Stone went so far as to call it a ‘high-grade lynching party’.14

But perhaps most controversial was the third ‘Class A’ category:
‘crimes against peace’. According to the London Charter, any leader
who planned, prepared or initiated an aggressive war was by
de�nition a war criminal. In fact, starting a war without the
justi�cation of self-defence was not merely a crime: the Nuremberg
Tribunal considered it ‘the supreme international crime’ because ‘it
contains within itself the accumulated evil of the whole’.15 Needless
to say, this made many in the Allied military establishment
extremely nervous – not only because this new law would be
applied retrospectively, but also because it called into question the
concept of war as a normal part of human behaviour. From now on
war, if waged without provocation, would no longer be considered
noble or glorious – quite the opposite. Indeed, the international
community appeared to be making steps towards banning war
altogether. As one American general commented at the time, ‘the US



had better not lose the next war, or our generals and admirals
would all be shot at sunrise’.16

Thus, when the Nuremberg trials began on 20 November 1945
they were already mired in controversy. During the following year
twenty-one of Germany’s most senior Nazis were made to explain
their actions before the world. The case against them was
overwhelming: millions of documents had been gathered, along
with photographs and �lms made by Nazi camera crews, and
eyewitness testimonies not only from victims but also from SS
o�cers who frankly admitted to taking part in the mass killings. All
of this was watched by the world’s press, which covered the trials in
close detail. In the end, eleven of the defendants were sentenced to
death, seven were given prison terms between ten years and life and
three were acquitted owing to lack of evidence.



David Low’s poignant cartoon of the Nuremberg verdict, I October 1946.

The Tokyo trials began some �ve months later, at the end of April
1946, and were even more controversial. Not only were the Allies
accused of inventing new crimes after the fact, but they were also
criticized for whom they were trying. Out of everyone in the
Japanese establishment, the only person to have been involved in
the war from start to �nish was the emperor – and yet he was the
one man who had been exempted from trial. The French judge was
so angered by this glaring omission that he wrote a dissenting
opinion after the trial, stating that since the emperor was the
‘principal author’ of Japan’s aggressive attempt to rule the whole of
Asia, all of the other defendants ‘could only be considered
accomplices’.17 In the end, out of the twenty-�ve military and



political leaders who saw the trial through, seven were condemned
to death, and eighteen were given varying prison sentences.

It is easy to criticize the principles by which the war-crimes trials
were conducted. The Allies were quite obviously handing out
‘victor’s justice’, and were themselves guilty of war crimes. Churchill
and his bomber chiefs had certainly been guilty of ‘the wanton
destruction of cities’, and presidents Roosevelt and Truman were
equally guilty for authorizing the �re-bombing of Tokyo and the
nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. These things were
clearly contrary to international law even before the war began. It
seemed particularly absurd that the Soviets might judge the Nazi
leaders for waging aggressive war on Poland, when the Soviets
themselves had attacked Poland almost simultaneously in 1939,
equally without provocation.

Even the Allied prosecutors recognized the double standards by
which Germany and Japan were being judged. As the American
prosecutor at Nuremberg, Robert Jackson, reported to President
Truman in 1945, the Allies

have done or are doing some of the very things we are prosecuting Germans for. The
French are so violating the Geneva Convention in the treatment of prisoners of war
that our command is taking back prisoners sent to them. We are prosecuting plunder
and our Allies are practicing it. We say aggressive war is a crime and one of our
allies asserts sovereignty over the Baltic States based on no title except conquest.18

And yet what was the alternative? There was never any possibility
that more than a few of the Nuremberg and Tokyo defendants
would be acquitted. Victor’s justice was the only realistic alternative
to summary justice, which would not only have sent out the wrong
message after the war, but would also have denied jurists the
opportunity to establish some of the most important principles of
international law.

For all their legal imperfections, the trials certainly ful�lled an
important function. They were designed from the very beginning to
be a spectacle, so that people all over the world might have the



satisfaction of seeing justice done. Photographs of the defendants in
the dock appeared in newspapers all over the world, alongside
reports of their deeds. The trials featured on newsreels, and on radio
programmes, particularly in Germany, where the Nuremberg trials
were broadcast twice a day throughout 1946. The documents and
�lms that had formed part of the evidence have been used in
German schools, and across the world, ever since. While arguments
still rage about their legality, they provided the world with a lasting
record of some of the worst crimes in our communal history.

It is important to remember, however, that all this has come at a
cost. There are in�nite gradations of both guilt and innocence in the
Holocaust which the trial of the leaders alone could never have
addressed. The symbolic nature of the trials embedded the myths of
monsters and martyrs in our global consciousness once and for all;
and though this might have been necessary to create a sense of
justice after the war, it came with a loss of nuance that historians
have been trying to claw back ever since.

Justice After the International Military Tribunals

Benjamin Ferencz also found himself caught up in the Nuremberg
trials. He had not been back in America for long when the military
establishment sought him out once again. The Allies were planning
to carry out a new set of trials at Nuremberg – this time prosecuting
members of various professions who had abused their authority to
commit atrocities. There was to be a trial of the Nazi doctors, for
example, who had carried out human experiments at Auschwitz and
other concentration camps. There was to be a judges’ trial, a trial of
German industrialists, and so on. To conduct these trials,
investigators who not only knew the law, but also had experience of
working in Germany, were desperately needed.

Early in 1946 Ferencz was summoned to an interview in
Washington, where he was asked if he would consider going back to
Europe. He was understandably reluctant to return to such a dark



period of his life, but those in the War Department did whatever
they could to persuade him. ‘Benny,’ one of them begged him,
‘you’ve been there, you’ve seen it – you’ve got to go back.’ After a
lot of thought, he eventually agreed, but only on the condition that
he be allowed to go as a civilian. He never wanted to be forced to
follow military rules again.19

So it was that he found himself travelling back across the Atlantic,
this time to Nuremberg and Berlin. For the rest of 1946 he
immersed himself once again in the task of gathering evidence
about Nazi war crimes. It was an exhausting job, which would only
be made more exhausting the following year when he and his
researchers discovered a huge cache of secret Gestapo �les in Berlin.
These �les outlined in detail the actions of the SS Einsatzgruppen in
eastern Europe, who had systematically rounded up Jews and other
unwanted groups and shot them. So compelling was this new cache
of evidence that Ferencz believed they justi�ed a trial of their own.
But when he showed what he had found to his superiors, they
hesitated. Allied prosecutors were overstretched, and political
support for the trials was already beginning to wane. In desperation,
and perhaps also with a spark of ambition, Ferencz suggested that
he take on the extra work himself. He could construct his own trial,
alongside all the other work he was already doing. And so it was
that Ferencz became appointed as chief prosecutor in what the
Associated Press would soon be calling ‘the biggest murder trial in
history’. He was still only twenty-seven years old.

Deciding how to proceed was far from simple. The scale of the
crimes he had uncovered was immense, involving the murder of
over a million people. It was simply impossible to try everyone who
had taken part in this horri�c enterprise, so he decided to
concentrate all his e�orts on a small sample of ‘the highest ranking
o�cers and the most educated killers we could lay our hands on’.
He would indict twenty-four men, of whom twenty-two would
eventually be tried.

When the Einsatzgruppen trial began on 29 September 1947,
Ferencz’s opening statement made it clear that this was a case with



massive implications. ‘Vengeance is not our goal,’ he said, ‘nor do
we seek merely a just retribution.’ What was at stake was something
far greater: ‘man’s right to live in peace and dignity, regardless of
his race or creed’. The trial, he claimed, was therefore nothing less
than ‘a plea of humanity to law’. The very conscience of mankind
demanded that the architects of mass murder be not only found
guilty but also given exemplary punishments. ‘If these men be
immune,’ he concluded, ‘then law has lost its meaning and man
must live in fear.’20

Over the course of the next six months, Ferencz presented nearly
two hundred documents showing the systematic murder of Jews
across eastern Europe in sickening and overwhelming detail. When
the trial �nally came to an end in April 1948, the judges
acknowledged that the revelation of these things was important not
only for Germany but also for ‘all mankind’, and that ‘the entire
world itself is concerned with the adjudications’. All of the
defendants were found guilty. Fourteen of them were sentenced to
death.21

Ben Ferencz never quite came to terms with what he and the
other prosecutors had achieved at Nuremberg. On the one hand, he
knew that it was a good thing that the law had at last been
followed. But on the other hand he could not help re�ecting on all
those other killers – the ‘lucky bastards’, as he called them – who
had escaped any kind of punishment at all. The Holocaust had been
carried out by thousands: he had only brought a couple of dozen to
justice.22



The Einsatzgruppen Case, September 1947, one of thirteen trials prosecuted in Nuremberg.
Twenty-seven-year-old Ferencz, who fought to have the trial put on the agenda and
became its chief prosecutor, is seated at the table on the left.

Furthermore, he was shocked when all but four of the death
sentences handed down in his trial were commuted by the military
governor of Germany, John J. McCloy. He knew that justice must be
tempered with mercy, but it seemed to him that this decision
‘showed more mercy than justice’. Years later, despite his lifelong
commitment to upholding the values of the law in all circumstances,
he confessed to asking himself if summary justice might not have
been a better solution after all. ‘Being a lawman, I couldn’t accept it,
but I often wondered …’23



Ben Ferencz’s disappointment at the results of the Nuremberg trials
was shared by many. The trials were supposed to have been the
focal point of something much greater – a wholesale purge not just
of war criminals but of Nazis and Fascists in general, all across
Europe. But in the end this never really happened. Not only did the
war-crimes trials gradually grind to a halt at the end of the 1940s,
but also the de-Nazi�cation process as a whole. As the passions of
the war faded, and the demands of a new Cold War began to take
over, the will to carry on prosecuting people slowly ebbed away.

At the end of the war, there had been 8 million registered
members of the Nazi Party in Germany. Out of all the Allies, it was
the Americans who were the most determined to pursue them and
their helpers. In the American zone alone they screened over 13
million Germans, and found 3.4 million people who seemed to have
some kind of case to answer. But not even the Americans had the
resources to try this many: in the end over 70 per cent of them were
granted amnesties before they even went to trial.24 The other major
Allies were far less zealous. Of the 207,259 people tried for
speci�cally Nazi or militaristic activities after the war, less than 10
per cent were tried by the Soviets, 8 per cent by the French and only
1 per cent by the British.25 In the end, nobody was impressed with
the results.

Throughout western Europe the story was broadly the same: as
the war receded into the past, war criminals were treated more
leniently, traitors were more easily excused, collaborators were
allowed to return to their old jobs. Italy provides a stark example. In
contrast to the 15,000 or 20,000 Fascists who were executed by
partisans in the last days of the war, the Italian courts only managed
to hand out ninety-two death sentences. Even those who went to jail
did not do so for very long: in 1946 almost all jail sentences for
collaborators were cancelled under a general amnesty. In Belgium
2,940 death sentences were handed out, but all except 242 were
commuted, while the courts in Austria produced only forty-three
death sentences, of which only thirty were carried out.26 Justice was
sometimes harsher in eastern Europe, but in countries like Romania



and Hungary accusations of collaboration and fascism were also
used by the Communists as a method of removing their political
enemies. Real collaborators and real Fascists were often
rehabilitated, absolved and allowed back into their old jobs.27

This phenomenon was even more pronounced in Japan.
Unfortunately, the Tokyo trials turned out to be little more than a
symbolic gesture. Not only was Emperor Hirohito given immunity
from prosecution but also around a hundred other ‘Class A’ war-
crimes suspects arrested in 1945 were all eventually released
without trial.28 In the �nal count, only around 5,700 Japanese were
ever indicted for war crimes in tribunals around Asia, of which only
984 were condemned to death and 475 given life sentences. The rest
were either given more minor sentences (2,946), acquitted (1,027)
or released without trial (279).29 Within Japan itself the purge that
was supposed to rid society of Fascists and warmongers, though
sincere at �rst, was rapidly reversed in the late 1940s.30

In the rest of Asia, meanwhile, the whole concept of
‘collaboration’ with the Japanese was quietly ignored. From a
nationalist point of view, how was collaborating with the Japanese
any di�erent from collaborating with the British or the French or
the Dutch? In a region that was struggling to free itself from
centuries of colonial rule, collaboration with the Japanese could
even be painted as something heroic. In India, for example, when
the British tried to charge a handful of Indian collaborators with
treason, it caused such outrage that they were eventually forced to
drop all future trials, not only in India but also in neighbouring
Burma. It made no di�erence that some of these men committed
violent atrocities: in its enthusiasm for independence, Indian public
opinion was willing to regard them as heroes rather than monsters.31

There were many reasons why the pursuit of justice was gradually
abandoned in the postwar years. To begin with, it was costly, and in
a world that was struggling to feed and house its people there were
plenty of other things that politicians preferred to spend money on.
Consequently, apart from in Communist countries, of all the
categories of people who were tried after the war businessmen seem



to have been let o� most lightly. If the economies of Asia and
western Europe were to get back on their feet, it made no sense to
pursue these people, no matter how guilty some of them
undoubtedly were.

Secondly, the trials were politically divisive. Many parts of Europe
and Asia hovered on the brink of civil war in the late 1940s.
Tensions between di�erent ethnic or political groups were so strong
that many nations found themselves embroiled in violence all over
again: Greece, Poland, Ukraine, the Baltic States, Algeria and
Malaya are just a handful of examples, but low-level violence left
over from the war continued almost everywhere. For the sake of
social cohesion, many nations made a deliberate and conscious
decision to stop pursuing collaborators and war criminals and tell
themselves that justice had been served. It was safer simply to draw
a line under the matter.

But above all, it was the needs of the Cold War that brought an
end to the trials. By 1948 the West had a new enemy in the form of
communism. If defeating the Communists meant rehabilitating
former Fascists and collaborators, then that was deemed a price
worth paying. In the Communist East, meanwhile, a subtle
rebranding of the term ‘fascism’ took place so that it also began to
include capitalists and businessmen and Western politicians, so
leaving the door open for actual Fascists to change their allegiances
and join the Communist Party.

Thus was the �ame of justice eventually snu�ed out by the sheer
weight of the political and economic issues pressing down upon it.
The question of war guilt was never properly laid to rest: it was
merely buried. It has lurked deep within our collective subconscious
ever since, only surfacing occasionally in our myths about Second
World War monsters and martyrs.

The Quest for World Criminal Law



This new, Cold War cynicism was not immediately apparent at a
global level. In the United Nations, on the surface at least, there
appeared to be widespread support for a new vision of the world in
which the pursuit of aggressive war would be proscribed, and those
who transgressed would be pursued by the courts. Not only did the
United Nations Charter promise to ‘save succeeding generations
from the scourge of war’, but in 1948 the UN also drew up the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This proclaimed for the �rst
time the ‘inalienable rights of all members of the human family’,
regardless of race, colour, sex, class, politics, religion, language,
nationality, or any other distinction of any kind. It was adopted
almost unanimously (although a few nations, mostly Communist
ones, abstained) and has since formed the basis for human rights
legislation all over the world. At the same time, the UN also drew
up a Genocide Convention, which outlawed any kind of attempt to
destroy national, racial or religious groups. This was immediately
signed by forty-one countries, and has since been rati�ed by 147 in
total.32 The horrors of the war had been so shocking that the nations
of the world appeared united in their wish to condemn them.

Unfortunately, however, condemnation was often where they
stopped. It was all very well making a declaration about human
rights, but who was going to enforce it? The very term ‘human
rights’ implied that those who violated them would be tried and
punished by a court that represented all mankind. But once the
Nuremberg and Tokyo tribunals were �nished, no such court
existed. Various plans were drawn up to create one, but whatever
urgency there was regarding this issue at the end of the war soon
dissolved. The stumbling block was, once again, the problem of
national sovereignty. Few nations were willing to allow their own
citizens to be tried by outsiders. And even fewer were willing to lay
themselves open to potential condemnation by their rivals –
especially the two superpowers, who each feared that the other
would use such a court merely to embarrass them. As a
consequence, the world was left with the absurd system whereby
the only authorities capable of safeguarding human rights were



national governments, even in cases where those same national
governments were responsible for abusing their people’s rights in
the �rst place.

Similar problems arose when it came to outlawing ‘wars of
aggression’. In theory, everyone was willing to agree that this was a
crime. But how exactly did one de�ne ‘aggression’? The United
Nations spent almost thirty years trying to do exactly that. Some
people argued that whoever �red the �rst shots was always the
aggressor. Others argued that there were lots of scenarios that might
justify �ring the �rst shots – when coming to the aid of an ally, for
example, or when pre-empting someone else’s attack. Still others
argued about whether ‘aggression’ was necessarily military – was
not the economic attack on a country, through blockades or
sanctions or unfair trade deals, also a form of aggression?
Arguments like these went back and forth in the United Nations for
decades before the General Assembly �nally produced a de�nition
in 1974 – but, even then, what they came up with was so broad as
to be virtually pointless. An ‘act of aggression’, stated General
Assembly Resolution 3314, could be a military invasion,
bombardment or blockade, or a variety of other acts – but in the
�nal analysis, it would be up to the Security Council to decide if an
act of aggression had in fact taken place.

As the �nal arbiter of what was and wasn’t aggression, what was
and wasn’t war, and what did or didn’t require action, the UN
Security Council remained the supreme body in all international
relations. But the Security Council was so riven with internal
fractures, and so paralysed by its need for unanimity amongst the
�ve permanent members, that it was often completely incapable of
doing anything to prevent continued atrocities, genocides and
crimes against peace throughout the world.

Ben Ferencz watched this lack of progress from the sidelines. After
the Nuremberg trials �nally wound themselves up at the end of the
1940s he spent the next thirty years trying to get restitution for
people whose lives and livelihoods had been destroyed by the Nazis.



He stayed on in Germany for a few years before returning to the
United States, where he continued to �ght cases on behalf of those
a�ected by the war. Despite his many successes, however, he could
not help feeling that something was missing. In those terrible and
hopeful days at Nuremberg he had dreamed not only of punishment
for the perpetrators and restitution for the victims, but also of
building ‘a world free of Holocausts’. What use was restitution when
war and atrocity continued all around the world unchallenged?

So in 1970 he gave up his practice and decided ‘to devote the rest
of my life to the quest for world peace’. He started attending
meetings and conferences at the United Nations, and studying the
intricacies of international law. He began lobbying diplomats and
writing articles criticizing how slowly the UN was moving. Most
importantly, he also began campaigning for the institution of an
International Criminal Court, in the hope that the legacy of
Nuremberg might somehow be revived.

His campaign would last for the next twenty years, during which
time he found many allies amongst the international legal
community. But their collective e�orts foundered again and again.
The various UN committees devoted to problems of world peace
appeared, in Ferencz’s understanding, to be little more than
exercises in frustration: ‘They talk, they talk, they talk, and they
crawl forward out of the slime slowly.’ Meanwhile, the Cold War
superpowers rarely gave any ground, almost as a matter of
principle. Ferencz was particularly disgusted by the behaviour of his
own government, which he believed had a responsibility to set an
example to the rest of the world. ‘It took the United States forty
years to ratify the Genocide Convention, which we sponsored,’ he
once explained to a UN audience, angrily. ‘Forty years!’33

It was not until the Cold War had come to an end, and two new
genocides had occurred in Yugoslavia and Rwanda in the 1990s,
that the international community �nally stirred itself into action. An
ad hoc tribunal was created, much like the Nuremberg and Tokyo
tribunals, and discussions opened up once again about the
possibility of creating a permanent International Criminal Court.



Within just a few years, these discussions �nally bore fruit. The
International Criminal Court �nally came into being on 1 July 2002,
some �fty-seven years after the Second World War had �rst
highlighted the world’s need for such an institution.

For Ferencz, this was something of a hollow victory. ‘A court
coming after the event is a confession of failure,’ he later said. ‘The
idea is to prevent the crime, not to allow it to happen and then hold
some people accountable.’ It also saddened him that many of the
United Nations’ most powerful member states, including China,
India, Israel and the US, still refused to accept the authority of this
court. Nevertheless, he refused to be disheartened. The international
system of law, he claimed, was still in its infancy, and we should not
be surprised if things move slowly. ‘We are seeing here prototypes –
a process which has never existed in human history.’ If it did not
look very impressive yet, this would come with time. The most
important thing was that ‘we have started to move ‘.

The Second World War, and the Nuremberg trials that followed it,
changed Ben Ferencz’s life for ever. It was in these years that he �rst
understood the true value of the law, and the role that war played
in undermining that law, degrading the human spirit, negating
human rights. ‘I learned that there never has been, and never will
be, a war without atrocities. The only way to prevent such cruel
crimes was to prevent war itself.’

At the time of writing, he was still campaigning for practical ways
to heal the wounds of 1945, and promoting a future where the
crime of international aggression might at last be curtailed by the
power of universal law.

As Ben Ferencz’s story shows, one of the greatest legacies of the
Second World War was a universal and lasting desire to curtail some
of mankind’s worst instincts, and to create a system that would
promote harmony and unity amongst mankind. It is largely because
of the war that we have some of our most important global
institutions – the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the
International Criminal Court, the United Nations itself. For all their



failings, these institutions represent an ideal: if there was any
bene�t to the war at all, then this was surely it, that it created the
desire and the will to change things.

But just like all other visions of Utopia that emerged in 1945, the
idea of ‘One World’ ended up being just a dream. One of the great
ironies of 1945 was that, at the same time as creating the desire for
unity, the legacy of the war also created obstacles that would ensure
such unity would remain forever impossible. Traumatized peoples
were not ready to forgive one another for the wounds that had been
in�icted upon them. Nations were unwilling to give up sovereignty
to any higher authority when they had fought so hard to secure that
sovereignty in the �rst place. But more than anything else, it would
be the rivalry between the two superpowers, both of them born out
of the ashes of the Second World War, that would frame
international relations for most of the rest of the century.



PART IV

Two Superpowers



13. USA

Cord Meyer was a model American. When the USA went to war, so
did Meyer, who hurried to �nish his university degree early so that
he could enlist in the Marine Corps. Meyer was young, intelligent,
full of enthusiasm and keen to devote himself to a cause. America,
he believed, had a responsibility to �ght against fascism, and it was
only right that American troops were taking their place at the
forefront of the con�ict. On the day that he headed o� to war, he
wrote in his journal about the feelings that gripped him: ‘It seemed
that we, the young and the strong, were going out as the champions
and defenders of the people in the �elds and everywhere in this
wide country to �ght for our heritage against the inhuman invader.’
In his heart he knew that such feelings were not entirely real, that
they were merely the expression of a timeless ideal, but still he
could not help himself from being carried along by them.1

It was not long before the violent realities of war caught up with
him. In July 1944, during the battle for Guam, Meyer was sheltering
in a foxhole when a Japanese hand grenade landed beside him. The
explosion blew out his left eye, and wounded him so severely that
the battalion doctor listed him as ‘killed in action’. Unfortunately a
telegram to this e�ect was sent out to his distraught parents, who
only learned several days later that their son had in fact been saved
by a timely blood transfusion. Meyer was loaded onto a hospital
ship and returned across the Paci�c to America, where he was
awarded the Purple Heart and Bronze Star and �tted with a glass
eye. So ended Meyer’s �rst adventure in the service of a higher
cause. He was twenty-four years old.



At the end of the war, Meyer was invited to join the US delegation
to the United Nations Conference at San Francisco. The o�cial
delegate, Harold Stassen, thought it would look good to have a
decorated war veteran on his team; so Meyer grabbed the chance
with both hands. San Francisco, he believed, was a unique
opportunity to create ‘a peaceful world order … from the ruins of
the war’, and he was eager to play whatever part he could in this
historic undertaking. But it did not take long before disillusionment
set in:

‘Sick of destruction, su�ering and death, I watched with growing
concern as the structure of the United Nations began to take shape.
There was much high-�own oratory concerning the need for peace
… But it soon became evident that neither the United States nor the
Soviet Union was willing to make that real sacri�ce of proud
national independence and power without which peace could only
be a brief armed truce before another world con�ict. The victory
won at such cost on the battle�eld was squandered at the
conference table … I left San Francisco with the conviction that
World War III was inevitable, if the U. N. was not substantially
strengthened in the near future.’2

It was these concerns that reawakened Meyer’s sense of mission. If
the United Nations was not �t for purpose, he would campaign for it
to be bolstered. And so Meyer devoted himself once again to a cause
– this time ‘to build a more just and peaceful world’.3 He started to
write articles on the shortcomings of the UN, and how it could be
strengthened. He joined the movement for world government, and
founded one of its most important organizations, the United World
Federalists. For the next two years he toured the United States
tirelessly, lobbying, fundraising and lecturing on the dangers of a
new arms race with the Soviet Union.

Meyer’s greatest fear during this time was the destructive power
of the atom bomb, which he imagined reducing the world to a new
Dark Age. He believed passionately that, as the only nation to
possess the bomb, America had a duty to lead the world away from
the possibility of a new catastrophe. ‘Those who have the power



have also the responsibility,’ he wrote. America must
wholeheartedly endorse the principle of world government ‘in good
faith and without the threat of coercion’. Only then might the Soviet
Union be inspired to respond in kind.4

Once again, Meyer was destined to be disappointed. No matter
how much passion and energy he poured into his argument, it
became increasingly obvious that the US government was never
going to embrace his crusade, and neither were the American
people. The Soviet Union did not seem to show any signs of
endorsing it either: indeed, Meyer himself had been personally
attacked in the Soviet media for being ‘the �g leaf of American
imperialism’.5 By the autumn of 1949 he was beginning to su�er a
crisis of con�dence. He felt ‘barren’ and ‘sterile’, and had begun to
doubt the ‘inhuman fanaticism’ of his own arguments. ‘My repetitive
warnings of approaching nuclear doom echoed hollowly in my head,
and I came to dislike the sound of my own voice as I promised a
federalist salvation in which I no longer had real con�dence.’
Disillusioned, burnt out, he resigned as president of the United
World Federalists and withdrew from public life.6



A young Cord Meyer visits Albert Einstein in 1948 to discuss the USSR’s attitude towards
world federalism.

Over the next eighteen months, his mood changed once again. He
spent his time mulling over the darkening relations between



America and the Soviet Union, and considering the nature of
Stalinist communism. He had had some experience with
Communists, who had tried to in�ltrate and subvert the American
Veterans Committee – another of Meyer’s causes – and he had
acquired an uneasy appreciation of how determined they could be.
By the early 1950s he was convinced that it was communism, rather
than ‘proud national independence’, that now posed the greatest
threat to world peace. With a hint of bitterness he claimed that, in
hindsight, it had never mattered how much ‘good faith’ America
displayed: the Communist leadership would stop at nothing until
they dominated the rest of the world. And so, in 1951, he took the
decision to ‘enlist’ in a brand-new crusade: he joined the CIA, and
devoted himself to the �ght against communism. Unlike the other
causes that had inspired him, this one was destined to last the rest
of his professional life.7

In decades to come, Meyer’s conversion from one-world peacenik
to committed cold warrior would be characterized by some as a
betrayal of his original liberal values: ‘He got cold warized,’ said one
former friend.8 Meyer himself preferred to think of it as a journey
from idealism to realism. He never gave up on his hopes for world
peace, or his dream of a genuine, democratic system of international
cooperation. But his �rst priority was the protection of America, and
by extension the rest of the world, from the threat of Soviet
communism. ‘I came only gradually and reluctantly to the
conclusion that Americans faced a formidable adversary in the
Soviet Union,’ he wrote almost twenty years after �rst joining the
CIA. ‘What I know now I didn’t know to begin with. I had to learn it
the hard way.’9

American Dreams and Soviet Betrayals

There has always been a utopian streak in American society. The
nation that was born in the idealism of the Pilgrim Fathers, that was
founded on the truth that all men are created equal, that throughout



its history has characterized itself as a ‘new world’ of liberty, of
aspiration and of justice, went to war in 1941 not for economic or
territorial gain, but to uphold a dream. America was the land of the
free. So when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, in the American
mind they attacked not only a nation, but freedom itself.

In the two decades before this ‘day of infamy’, American foreign
policy had been dominated by the illusion that America could
pursue its dreams of liberty and happiness in isolation,
unencumbered by foreign entanglements; but the coming of war
demolished this belief so completely that it has never since been
restored. Even former isolationists like Republican Senator Arthur
Vandenberg were driven to the conclusion that American liberty
could never really be safe while tyranny and injustice were allowed
to �ourish in other parts of the world. ‘Pearl Harbor,’ said
Vandenberg after the war, ‘drove most of us to the conclusion that
world peace is indivisible.’10 When America took up arms, therefore,
it did so with the intention of carrying the gift of liberty to all
corners of the globe. Roosevelt’s four freedoms – freedom of speech,
freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear –
were not merely a mantra: they would become a manifesto,
enshrined �rst in the Atlantic Charter and later in the charter of the
United Nations itself.

By 1945, when the war was won and America was �ushed with
victory, this utopian dream seemed, for a moment at least, almost
achievable. America stood at the ‘summit of the world’, with the
‘greatest strength and the greatest power which man has ever
reached’.11 All of its enemies lay defeated, and its allies had come
together, under American leadership, to create a series of world
institutions whose stated purpose was to eradicate war through the
promotion of civil rights, human rights, economic reform and
democratic freedom.

In the dying days of the war many Americans still hoped and
believed that the USSR, with the help of the new international
institutions, would also embrace these ideals. Cord Meyer was not
alone in his conviction that the Soviets would inevitably see the



value of this American dream, if only they were treated with
tolerance and understanding. Much of the press were so used to
praising ‘our gallant allies’ that they did not take kindly to
diplomats who expressed doubts about the Soviets.12 Most
politicians, whether Republican or Democrat, were similarly willing
to give the USSR the bene�t of the doubt. ‘We do not need to fear
Russia,’ Wendell Willkie had told America during the war. ‘We need
to learn to work with her.’13 The Secretary of War, Henry Stimson,
went so far as to advocate the sharing of atomic secrets with the
Soviets. ‘The chief lesson I have learned in a long life,’ he wrote to
Truman in September 1945, ‘is that the only way you can make a
man trustworthy is to trust him.’14 There is a measure of idealism in
such words, and of naivety, but also a touch of arrogance. Men like
Meyer and Stimson simply assumed that other nations must want
the same things as America, and were genuinely surprised – and
upset – when this turned out not to be the case.

Unfortunately, the Soviets did little to inspire trust. By the time the
war ended they had already won a reputation for being extremely
di�cult to work with. Their foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov,
was known as ‘Stone Arse’ by his fellow Soviets because of his
dogged ability to sit for hours at the conference table without
budging; while his subordinate, Andrei Gromyko, would soon be
characterized in the American press as ‘Mr Nyet’.15 American
o�cials in Vienna and Berlin found it almost impossible to come to
any kind of understanding with their Soviet counterparts, and
marvelled at their ability to ‘�nd technical reasons at will to justify
the violation of understandings’.16

Despite all their wealth, their military might, their atomic
supremacy and their political dominance, it was di�cult for
America not to appear strangely powerless in the face of such
intransigence. After the Big Three conference at Yalta, for example,
rumours spread in Washington that ‘President Roosevelt had given
in to Stalin on almost every issue’ – a rumour that his aides
strenuously denied.17 At the Bretton Woods conference, where the



Soviets openly pursued a policy of ‘contracting into all bene�ts but
out of all duties and obligations’, delegates from all over the world
were incensed at the way that the British and Americans repeatedly
backed down whenever the Soviets dug their heels in. One of them,
the Belgian delegate Georges Theunis, could not help himself from
shouting at British economists: ‘It’s a disgrace. The Americans give
way to the Russians every time. And you too, you British, are just as
bad. You are on your knees to them. You wait. You’ll see what a
harvest you’ll reap.’18

The �rst American o�cials to appreciate what kind of threat the
Soviets posed to the world were the diplomats who sta�ed American
embassies in Russia and eastern Europe. According to the American
ambassador in Poland, Arthur Bliss Lane, the Soviets never intended
to keep the promises they made at Yalta and Potsdam to hold ‘free
and unfettered elections’ in the country: his communiqués home
from Warsaw are full of references to ‘�ctitious elections’,
‘terroristic activities’ and ‘Soviet acts against freedom of speech and
other human liberties’.19 The American ambassador to Moscow,
Averell Harriman, was even more blunt. ‘Stalin is breaking his
agreements,’ he warned the president during a trip home to
Washington in April 1945. He even went so far as to predict a new
‘barbarian invasion’ of Europe.20

Assessments by diplomats in other parts of eastern Europe were
broadly similar. In Romania, British and American members of the
Allied Control Commission complained that they were ‘penned up
with a closeness approaching internment’, while the Soviets directly
involved themselves in breaking up the Romanian government and
replacing it with Communist puppets.21 In Bulgaria, American
diplomats complained of being ‘powerless’ to stop the Soviet-backed
terror; they had no voice, were denied any meaningful access to
information, and had to stand aside while a Soviet-backed state
police was used to ‘terrorize and control the population’.22

Meanwhile the Czech foreign minister, Jan Masaryk, admitted to his
American counterparts that he was close to despair over the way the



Soviets constantly bullied him into submission: ‘You can be on your
knees and this is not enough for the Russians.’23

Barely a day seemed to go by without new stories of civil rights
and human rights violations by the Soviets: the rape of millions of
German women by the Red Army, the wholesale looting of eastern
European property, the formation of secret police forces, the
persecution of Catholic priests, the intimidation of opposition
politicians, the execution of former Resistance leaders, the mass
deportation of civilians – all of these subjects were commented on
repeatedly by horri�ed American o�cials, and covered increasingly
in the American press.

It was soon obvious that anyone who stood up for freedom and
democracy in eastern Europe was a target. The leader of the
Bulgarian opposition, Nikola Petkov, was arrested on trumped up
charges and executed. The leader of the Polish opposition, Stanisław
Mikołajczyk, eventually �ed in fear of his life; as did the prime
minister of Hungary, Ferenc Nagy; and the prime minister of
Romania, Nicolae Rădescu. Jan Masaryk’s career came to an abrupt
end in 1948 when he mysteriously ‘fell’ from a window in the Czech
Foreign Ministry. These were the kinds of events that ordinary
Americans believed they had brought to an end in Europe. The idea
that they were happening all over again was intolerable.

But by far the most disturbing idea was that Soviet in�uence, and
indeed Soviet subversion, had begun to destabilize the USA itself. In
1945 came the �rst of a series of spy scandals that would rock North
America. When a cipher clerk named Igor Gouzenko defected from
the Soviet embassy in Ottawa, he revealed the names of no fewer
than twenty Canadians and three Britons who had been spying for
the USSR, many of them government employees. Rumours soon
began to circulate of similar spy rings within the US establishment,
some of which would turn out to be all too true. In July 1948, a
former Soviet go-between named Elizabeth Bentley appeared before
the House Un-American Activities Committee and publicly named
thirty-two people as spies. The names included several from the
Roosevelt administration, including the man who had masterminded



the Bretton Woods conference on the new international economy –
Harry Dexter White. Shortly afterwards, a former Communist called
Whittaker Chambers revealed several other highly placed Soviet
spies – including Alger Hiss, who had played a leading role in both
the setting up of the United Nations and the Big Three conference at
Yalta. More scandals followed. In 1950, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg
were indicted for stealing atomic secrets and passing them to the
Soviets. For a while it seemed as though there were spies
everywhere.

For the vast majority of Americans, especially those like Cord
Meyer who had always wanted to believe the best about the Soviets,
this was one betrayal too far. As Meyer asked himself after the Alger
Hiss trial, ‘Where did suspicion end?’24 Others resorted to calling the
Soviets names: ‘Russians are Colossal Liars, Swindlers’ ran the
headline to a full-page advert in the New York Herald Tribune.25 Bill
Mauldin, whose wartime cartoons in Stars and Stripes had
symbolized the opinions and thoughts of millions of ordinary
American soldiers, summed up the pervading sense of bitterness. ‘I
thought maybe they just didn’t understand how we feel,’ he told an
interviewer, years later. ‘If you’ve been an ally with somebody in
war, you feel very strongly toward them. The Russians had this
immense reservoir of goodwill in this country. But they weren’t
interested in being a friend. They just wanted to kick the crap out of
us any way they could.’26

This sense of betrayal would remain for the rest of the century,
and into the next. Even historians have sometimes felt compelled to
comment on it. ‘Never did one country steal so many political,
diplomatic, scienti�c, and military secrets from another,’ wrote one
American historian in 2003. ‘It was analogous, in espionage terms,
to the looting of European artworks by the Nazis. Except that in the
friendly, cooperative spirit of the times, we invited them in.’27

The American Reaction



As these events unfolded, Americans were forced to begin asking
themselves some uncomfortable questions. If America was the most
powerful nation on earth, why did it seem so impotent in the face of
Soviet provocations? And more importantly, why did it seem unable
to stop the steady march of communism? In the years immediately
following the Second World War a swathe of eastern and central
European countries fell to Communist rule. In China, too, a civil war
eventually led to the victory of Mao Zedong’s Red Army, so that by
the end of 1949 a �fth of the world’s population were living under
Communist governments – more than half a billion people in total.28

What use was all of America’s power and wealth if it could not save
the world from what it could only see as oppression and tyranny?
And what use was its monopoly of the atom bomb if it could not use
the threat of that weapon to further its aims?

None of this squared with America’s heroic view of itself after the
Second World War, or with what one political scientist of the time
called ‘the illusion of American omnipotence’.29 Rather than come to
terms with the disappointing reality that even the USA’s power was
limited, many preferred to believe that the frustration of American
hopes and ambitions had been caused by some kind of government
ineptitude – or worse, a stab in the back. They began to imagine
that the various spy scandals were merely the symptom of
something much deeper – the corruption of American society from
within. This was particularly the case with the Republicans, who
used the issue as a stick to beat their Democratic rivals. In the
congressional elections at the end of 1946 the Republicans accused
the Democrats of allowing ‘the in�ltration of alien-minded radicals’
into government, of ignoring ‘the imminent danger of Communism’
and of failing to rid the labour unions of Reds. One Republican
candidate in Indiana went so far as to claim that 70,000 known
Communists were on the government payroll – an absurd suggestion
that would be echoed by Senator Joe McCarthy’s similar but more
infamous allegations four years later.30

And yet this idea also brought America face to face with some
di�cult issues. If the nation was indeed riddled with Communists,



then why was this so? Was the American dream not enough? Why
would any true American wish to betray his country for the sake of
a totalitarian state that was so nakedly opposed to American values?

Such questions hint at a set of problems that had plagued
American society throughout the 1930s, and which re-emerged,
along with some brand-new ones, once the war was over. Most
historians of the Cold War are so focused on the international
situation in the aftermath of the war that they forget to look at what
was going on within the con�nes of the USA. America might
‘bestride the world like a colossus’, as one commentator in Nation
put it, but ordinary Americans did not feel very powerful.31 In fact,
America in 1945 and 1946 was a society under enormous strain.
The demobilization of millions of men from the armed forces, the
mass dismissal of women from the workplace, the conversion of the
economy from a wartime to a peacetime footing – all of these things
created tensions that were di�cult to contain. In addition, the
political rivalries that had been held in abeyance during the war
were also beginning to re-emerge.

Americans had been promised a golden age of prosperity and
harmony once the war was over. Instead they got continued
rationing, growing in�ation and housing shortages. In the autumn of
1945, tens of thousands of women queued outside clothing stores to
buy nylons, and then rioted when the stores ran out. At the same
time, industrial action threatened nearly every major industry: in
1946 a record 4.6 million workers engaged in nearly 5,000 strikes.
Divorce rates soared in the year after the war, particularly amongst
returning GIs and their brides, as did rates of venereal disease (two
facts that were not always entirely unrelated). Black GIs came out of
the army determined to �ght against segregation, beginning a
struggle that would eventually bring civil rights to the heart of
American politics. Without the uniting force of the war to hold
society together, many of the old divisions began to open up all over
again – between workers and bosses, rich and poor, black and
white, men and women, the middle class and the working class, not



to mention the return of age-old tensions between hyphenated
Americans of every ethnic background.32

One of the many ingredients in this cocktail of national
frustrations was indeed an increase in Communist activities. By the
end of the war the American Communist Party had 63,000
members; and within the Congress of Industrial Organizations,
Communists controlled unions with a total membership of 1.37
million.33 For those who were willing to look, there were people
with links to communism in just about every area of public life,
including the media, education, industry and even in government.
As Cord Meyer and others testi�ed, this was certainly a problem,
and some of the methods employed by American Communists could
be quite ruthless. But it was only ever a small problem. Even at the
time there were plenty of Americans who realized that focusing on
this issue to the exclusion of all others was simply an excuse to
avoid looking at some of the other deep divisions in American
society.34

Communism was indeed what just about everyone focused on –
not just seasoned Red-baiters like Republican ex-Congressman
Hamilton Fish and the head of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, but �gures
from every sphere of public life. This included politicians from both
houses and both parties; it included military leaders like George
Marshall and Admiral Leahy, business leaders like Francis P.
Matthews of the US Chamber of Commerce, and even union leaders
like George Meany and William Green of the American Federation
of Labor. The Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr denounced
communism in his writings, the Catholic radio show host Fulton J.
Sheen denounced communism on the air waves, and the American
Jewish Committee launched a massive campaign to purge
Communists from Jewish groups of every kind.35 Even President
Truman felt compelled to speak out publicly against communism,
despite admitting in private that he thought the whole issue a mere
‘bugaboo’.36 Meanwhile the press not only commented on public
paranoia, but stoked it with everything they had. The Randolph
Hearst-owned press led the way, with headlines like ‘Red Tidal



Wave Menaces Christian Civilization’, which appeared just days
after the war in Europe was over.37 By the late 1940s, the headlines
had become more speci�c and more sinister: ‘Red Fascism in the
United States Today’, ‘Communists Penetrate Wall Street’ and even
‘The Reds Are After Your Child’.38

One of the striking things about the language that was routinely
used to describe the Communist threat, both at home and abroad,
was its similarity to the language that had previously been used to
describe the Nazi threat. ‘Red Fascism’ was a phrase regularly used
by newspapers, politicians and the FBI, as though the ideologies of
Stalin and Hitler were interchangeable. In the same way, Nazism
and communism were often con�ated into the single term
‘totalitarianism’ – a con�ation that is still regularly made today.39

Stalin was sometimes called ‘the Russian Hitler’, and politicians
spoke of the dangers of ‘appeasing’ him, just as the British had tried
to appease Hitler in 1938: ‘Remember Munich!’ H. V. Kaltenborn
warned his radio listeners in March 1946.40 Communist propaganda
was compared to Goebbels’s propaganda; Soviet gulags were
compared to Nazi concentration camps; the NKVD were compared
to the Gestapo. According to the American ambassador to Poland,
Arthur Bliss Lane, ‘the same terror of a knock at the door in the
dead of night exists today as it did during the Nazi occupation’.
Such suppression and terror, he told a radio audience in 1947, were
just as horrible ‘whether they are permitted under the emblem of
the Swastika or under the emblem of the Hammer and Sickle’.41 One
future US congressman even compared Marx’s Communist Manifesto
to Mein Kampf.42 The comparison between the Soviets and the Nazis
was made everywhere, by everyone, even the president. ‘There isn’t
any di�erence between the totalitarian Russian government and the
Hitler government,’ Truman told a news conference in March 1950.
‘They are all alike. They are police state governments.’43

Thus, fear of the Soviets was dressed up in the clothes of the
con�ict that America had only recently left behind, and the
American people were encouraged to believe that they were running
a replay of the 1930s all over again. In some ways, fear of the



Soviets was not really about the Soviets at all, but a manifestation of
something slightly deeper – an anxiety not to repeat the mistakes of
the past that had led to war. It is this anxiety that has itself been
repeated, as if in a loop, in the invocations of Hitler that have
accompanied almost every subsequent American con�ict from Korea
to 9/11.

McCarthyism

The consequences of this atmosphere of fear and paranoia would be
profound, both domestically and internationally. In March 1947, in
an attempt to silence those who thought him soft on communism,
President Truman issued an executive order declaring that all
civilian government employees would be obliged to undergo a
loyalty investigation. Out of all the many anti-Communist measures
that would be launched during this time – the restrictions on trade
union power embodied in the Taft-Hartley Act, the Hollywood
blacklists, the prosecution of Communist leaders under the Smith
Act, to name but a few – Truman’s loyalty programme would be by
far the most pervasive. Over the next nine years more than 5 million
civil servants would be screened, and more than 25,000 subjected to
a full FBI �eld investigation. None of these investigations turned up
a single spy, although they did lead to 12,000 resignations and
about 2,700 dismissals, causing a great deal of misery along the
way. It was perhaps the greatest assault on privacy and civil liberty
in American history.44



Fear trumps freedom: a hysterical America attempts to extinguish the �ame of liberty
during the ‘Red Scare’ in 1949.

Cord Meyer found himself on the receiving end of a full-blown
loyalty investigation shortly after he joined the CIA, and later



described how upsetting the process was. He had been accused of
consorting with known Communists, associating himself with
Communist-front organizations and expressing anti-American views.
Typical of the charges against him was that an FBI agent had once
overheard some suspected Communists wondering aloud about
whether they might be able to convince Meyer to join them. Despite
his indignation, Meyer had to treat such hearsay with the utmost
seriousness. From the beginning, the onus was on him to prove his
innocence. He was never allowed to know who had accused him. He
was not even allowed to be present at his trial.

Meyer was suspended from work for three months without pay,
during which time he was obliged to write a detailed autobiography
justifying his upbringing, his education and his political beliefs, and
back it all up with documentation. He lost sleep, he lost a good deal
of money, but worst of all he lost friends: several people he had
known and liked deliberately shunned him, afraid that they might
be tarred with the same brush. ‘In the poisonous atmosphere of
those times, it took genuine courage to associate with someone
suspected of being a security risk.’45

In the end Meyer was lucky – he was not only exonerated but also
investigated only once. There were many other government
employees, particularly those with more leftist views, who found
themselves scrutinized repeatedly by the FBI, by government loyalty
boards, by the House Un-American Activities Committee and by
Senator McCarthy’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations.46

Perhaps the worst ordeal was to be dragged before the TV cameras
to be interrogated by McCarthy – a spectacle that seared itself so
deeply into the American consciousness that the brutal badgering of
suspected Communists has ever since been known as ‘McCarthyism’.
Meyer often wondered why he himself had been spared this
indignity, and came to the conclusion that he had probably been
saved by his Purple Heart and Bronze Star. McCarthy, like any bully,
‘didn’t want to confront a Marine o�cer who had seen more action
than he had’.47



It is impossible to assess the damage done to the lives of the tens
of thousands of individuals who, like Meyer, were subjected to such
processes. Many were so traumatized by the way their personal lives
had been raked over that they were reluctant ever to put their true
feelings on paper again, but those who did described their ordeal as
‘exhausting’, ‘soul-searing’ or even ‘hell’.48 One African-American
lawyer who was denied government work described how the
investigation process a�ected her:

One feels frightened, insecure, exposed. One thinks of all the personal errors, the
deep secrets of one’s life, unrelated to political activities. One is apprehensive that
all the details of one’s intimate life will be spread on the record to be read, sifted,
weighed, evaluated, and judged by strangers.49

Those on the left have argued that this was all a good excuse for
the Republicans to impose conservative values upon a generation.
The true cost, they assert, was measured not in people traumatized
and careers destroyed, but ‘in assumptions unchallenged, in
questions unasked, in problems ignored for a decade’. The campaign
against communism silenced the voice of the American left for a
generation. Liberals were forced to follow a more conservative line
or immediately bring themselves under suspicion: indeed, in many
people’s minds terms such as ‘socialist’ or ‘liberal’ soon became
synonymous with ‘Communist’. Questions of class and of race were
sidelined before the all-encompassing Red threat, as were questions
of women’s roles in society. For the whole of the 1950s and early
1960s, almost anyone who stepped outside their traditional roles in
society automatically opened themselves up to charges of dangerous
radicalism.50

In reality, however, the way these measures were carried out did
not always suit Republicans either. While some cited the need to
ensure America’s security against the threat of world communism as
justi�cation, the spectacle of governments meddling in the private
lives of individuals, and dictating to them how to live, did not sit
well with a Republican belief in individual freedom. Republicans are
quick to point out that some of the most repressive aspects of the



Red Scare, such as the loyalty programme, were instigated by
Democrats.

Regardless of whom one sides with, the rightward shift in values
that occurred during this time represented a major change in
American society that would a�ect its outlook on the world for at
least the next twenty years.

The Truman Doctrine

The second great change inspired by the threat of communism
occurred on an international level. Far from being a hotbed of spies,
the US State Department was often at the forefront of the American
�ght against communism. As early as 1946 there was hardly an
o�cial left in the State Department who had anything good to say
about the USSR.51 The prevailing mood was summed up by one of
the diplomats at the US embassy in Moscow, whose message to
Washington in February 1946 was to become one of the de�ning
moments in the genesis of the Cold War. George Kennan’s ‘long
telegram’ portrayed the Soviet leadership as ‘cruel’, ‘wasteful’ and
‘insecure’ to the point of paranoia, especially when it came to its
relationship with the United States. The Soviets, he explained, were
‘committed fanatically’ to destroying America’s way of life, sowing
disharmony amongst America’s people, and undermining America’s
international authority.52 The only way to combat the ‘malignant
parasite’ of world communism was to draw a clear line in the sand.
The Soviet threat must be contained.

Kennan’s telegram caused a sensation in Washington, but only
because it summed up for the �rst time what everyone at the State
Department was already thinking. Over the course of the following
year, Kennan’s ideas would become the new orthodoxy, not only in
the State Department but in the rest of government as well.53

As time went on, however, a passive policy of containment was
no longer considered enough. In many parts of the world there
remained the very real threat of local insurgencies bringing



Communists to power independently from Moscow. One such
insurgency was going on in Greece, where a brutal civil war had
been raging on and o� ever since the country had been liberated
from the Nazis. When the British announced that they could no
longer a�ord to prop up the nationalist Greek government, the State
Department decided that it was time to step into the breach and
begin taking a much more active role.

Accordingly, in March 1947, President Truman appeared before a
joint session of Congress and made a speech that was designed to
‘scare the hell out of the American people’.54 The reason for his
speech was ostensibly to ask for the release of $400 million in
immediate aid to Greece and Turkey but, as with his announcement
of the loyalty programme that same month, Truman was also trying
to demonstrate that he was prepared to take a hard line on
communism. Though he could not possibly have known it, the
principles outlined in his speech would become the cornerstone of
American foreign policy for the rest of the century.

During the course of just twenty minutes, Truman invoked all of
the values that Americans hold most dear: liberty, justice, good
neighbourliness and the determination to stand up for the little guy.
He used the words ‘free’ or ‘freedom’ no fewer than twenty-four
times: if America wished to live in a peaceful world it was not
enough to proclaim itself the ‘Land of the Free’, it must also support
the cause of ‘freedom-loving peoples’ throughout the world. Truman
conjured up an image of America as a lone hero, standing up against
the forces of ‘terror and oppression’, just as it had done in the recent
world war.

But it was Truman’s appeal to American fears that was arguably
more e�ective. The consequences of not standing up for Greece, or
for other, smaller countries threatened by communism, ‘would be
disastrous not only for them but for the world’. Echoing the voices
of his most senior advisers in the State Department, he invoked the
prospect of ‘confusion and disorder’ spreading throughout the
Middle East, bringing with it the ‘collapse of free institutions’ and
the end of ‘freedom and independence’. The spectre of the Second



World War, both as a lesson and a warning, was present throughout
the speech. America had failed to stand up to totalitarianism once
before. The cost of supporting Greece in its hour of need was, he
said, a sound investment when compared to the $341 billion
America had been forced to spend to win the last war.

The crux of his speech came towards the end, when he uttered the
words that would set the tone for American foreign policy
throughout the Cold War:

I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who
are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures …
The free peoples of the world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms. If
we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world.55

Truman’s rhetoric had the desired e�ect: the request for $400
million in aid to Greece and Turkey was granted. But by speaking in
such broad terms, he had implied that America was willing to help
any and every nation that felt threatened by communism. In the
coming weeks State Department o�cials like Dean Acheson would
be at pains to dispel the idea that this represented some kind of
blank cheque for the world; nevertheless, the impression remained
that America was committed to �ghting communism on a
worldwide scale, whatever the cost.56 It is a measure of just how
wealthy the USA had become in the wake of the Second World War
that Truman was able not only to make such claims but also largely
to live up to them. In the coming weeks, the Secretary of State,
George Marshall, would announce a further massive aid package to
help stave o� the threat of communism throughout western Europe:
the Marshall Plan would eventually account for $12.3 billion in
European aid. Between 1945 and 1953 alone, America’s total global
aid bill came to $44 billion.57

In the years to come, even these huge sums would seem like mere
drops in the ocean. By the time the Cold War came to an end in
1989, it was estimated that the USA had spent around $8 trillion in
support of the Truman Doctrine. America had provided aid to more



than a hundred countries, established mutual defence treaties with
more than �fty of them and built large-scale military bases in thirty.
It had deployed an average of more than a million military
personnel each year across the world in just about every
environment, from European cities to remote Paci�c islands, from
jungle air bases to desert encampments, from aircraft carriers to
nuclear submarines and even, eventually, to space rockets. The
Truman Doctrine had been used to justify covert CIA operations
everywhere from Cuba to Angola to the Philippines, and full-scale
war in Korea and Vietnam. It had provided the rationale behind the
toppling of governments in Iran, Guatemala and Chile, and the
sponsoring of right-wing dictatorships throughout Central and South
America. All of this was a far cry from the policy of isolationism
that had dominated American thinking before the Second World
War. The legacy bequeathed to America by that war, along with
Truman’s doctrine of active engagement with the world’s a�airs, left
America feeling honour-bound to enter into all of these con�icts.58

America continues to feel honour-bound to this day. Even after
the Cold War was over, America’s obligation to defend the values of
liberal democracy led it to intervene in Iraq (1991), Somalia (1992),
Haiti (1994), Bosnia (1995) and Kosovo (1999) – not for its own
immediate security, but to defend ‘freedom’, ‘democracy’ and ‘the
very fabric of the West’. Even America’s second confrontation with
Iraq, which built in intensity from the end of the 1990s to 2003, did
not start out as part of George W. Bush’s ‘war on terror’, but as an
attempt to maintain order in the world. No matter how tired of this
burden the American people have become, nor how much America
is criticized by those who are less willing to go to war, the legacy of
both the Second World War and the Truman Doctrine look set to
continue into the future. As one senior foreign policy adviser to the
US State Department observed in 2014, ‘Superpowers don’t get to
retire.’59

In 1947, when Truman delivered his famous speech, all this lay in
the future. Ordinary Americans knew only that for all their



supposed wealth and power they felt restless, anxious, as if the
entire nation were waiting for something terrible to happen. To the
Dutch psychoanalyst Abraham Meerloo, who spent time in the
country after the war, it seemed that America was in the grip of a
pervasive sense of ‘vague, ill-de�ned fear’. He suggested that the
reason behind this mood was America’s ‘hidden feelings of guilt’ for
the things it had been obliged to do during the war, including the
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. If the nation could not square
up to the reality of what it had done, he said, it would continue to
be plagued by premonitions of some kind of punishment.60

Judging by the amount of anxiety about the atom bomb in
America at the time, it is quite plausible that there was an element
of hidden guilt in the American psyche. But that is not the whole
story. The Second World War had certainly brutalized some of
America, and it had traumatized it to a certain degree – but it had
also given it a sense of purpose. When Cord Meyer had set out to
war after the attack on Pearl Harbor he had felt alive like never
before. His feelings had been shared by millions of Americans who
delighted in the sense of mission and togetherness that the war had
brought them. America might have celebrated when it was all over,
and rejoiced that it had emerged victorious – but there was also a
part of many people that mourned the end of the war.

The discovery of a new enemy gave Americans the opportunity to
put aside any feelings of guilt they may have had for their wartime
actions. It also provided a new repository for all the anger and
aggression that people had built up over the course of the war years,
and a focus of blame for all those who had axes to grind, old and
new. The Soviets were an entity upon which Americans could place
their anxieties and fears and, since they were an enemy everyone
could agree on, they allowed Americans to feel a sense of solidarity
once again. But most importantly this new enemy gave America
back its sense of purpose: for what use is a knight in shining armour
without a dragon to slay? For better or worse, the Second World
War – and the Cold War that followed it – established a kind of



psychological template: America has been �ghting dragons of one
sort or another ever since.61



14. USSR

In 1949, the dragon proved it could breathe �re. When the Soviet
Union tested its �rst atomic bomb, everything changed: for the �rst
time the world contained not one but two nuclear powers, and the
concept of a nuclear war became an actual possibility. In the coming
years, America and the Soviet Union would embark on an arms race
that would bring the world repeatedly to the brink of Armageddon –
most notably over Korea in the 1950s, during the Cuban missile
crisis in the 1960s and during the heightened tensions between East
and West in the mid-1980s.

During this time, one Soviet nuclear scientist would become
emblematic of the country he served. Andrei Sakharov is
remembered today as a Russian dissident and Nobel Peace Prize
laureate, but as a young man he was better known as the father of
the Soviet thermonuclear bomb. It was scientists such as Sakharov
who came to represent everything that the USA feared most about
the Soviet state, but also what Americans most admired in its
people. A towering �gure in the history of not only his country but
also the world, Sakharov would play a signi�cant role both in the
furthering of Soviet power and, in the end, in its downfall.

When the war for Russia broke out Andrei Sakharov was just twenty
years old, and part way through a physics degree at Moscow
University. Many of his classmates immediately volunteered to join
the army, but Sakharov, who was prevented from doing likewise by
a heart condition, volunteered instead to do technical work for the
war e�ort. After �nishing his degree, he went to work in a
munitions factory in Kovrov, �rst on the factory �oor, but later in
its laboratories, where he invented machines for testing the quality



of its armour-piercing bullets and shells. The conditions were
appalling, with children working alongside adults and pregnant
women forced to work along with everyone else. Many of them,
Sakharov included, shared dormitories that were infested with lice,
and lived o� little more than millet porridge mixed with American
powdered eggs. But like almost everyone in his generation, he
accepted all of this. ‘We had to �ght to win,’ he wrote later,
whatever the personal sacri�ces.1

After the war, Sakharov went back to studying, as a graduate
student at the prestigious Physics Institute of the Academy of
Sciences. But towards the end of 1946, as he was completing his
postgraduate degree, he became aware of a change of atmosphere:
suddenly the state seemed to be taking a great interest in the work
of theoretical physicists. Twice he was o�ered top-secret work in the
Soviet nuclear programme, with a salary to match, and twice he
turned it down. Eventually, in the summer of 1948, he was given no
choice. By a decision of the Council of Ministers and the Communist
Party Central Committee, a special research group was being set up
to investigate the possibility of building a hydrogen bomb. Sakharov
was to be amongst its members.

As during the war, Sakharov accepted his new role without really
questioning it, because he wholeheartedly believed in the need to
keep the Soviet Union safe from American aggression. ‘I understood,
of course, the terrifying, inhuman nature of the weapons we were
building. But the recent war had also been an exercise in barbarity;
and although I hadn’t fought in that con�ict, I regarded myself as a
soldier in this new scienti�c war.’ Sakharov and his fellow scientists
saw their work as ‘heroic’, and threw themselves into nuclear
weapons research with genuine zeal: ‘We were possessed by a true
war psychology.’ Above all, he wrote, ‘I felt myself committed to the
goal which I assumed was Stalin’s as well: after a devastating war,
to make the country strong enough to ensure peace.’ The USSR had
no option but to embrace the arms race, because this was the only
way ‘to provide for [Soviet] security in the face of American and
British nuclear weapons’.2



In the coming years, Sakharov would be instrumental in the
creation of a succession of ever-bigger weapons: ‘Joe 4’, the ‘Big
Bomb’, the ‘Extra’, the ‘Tsar Bomb’. In recognition for his devotion,
Sakharov was proclaimed a Hero of Socialist Labour three times,
awarded the Stalin Prize in 1953 and the Lenin Prize in 1956.

And yet, as time went on, Sakharov’s dedication to the Soviet
state began to waver. As a young man it had never entered his head
to question Marxism as ‘the ideology best suited to liberate
mankind’. He had never known any other Russia than Communist
Russia, and had been brought up to believe that the Soviet state
‘represented a breakthrough into the future, a prototype … for all
other countries to imitate’. But as an adult, and as a scientist, he
could not help noticing certain dangerous �aws in the system. He
deplored the violence that had taken place during the
collectivization programme before the war, and refused to join the
Communist Party as a result. He openly condemned the way that
Tro�m Lysenko, whose politicized version of genetics was ridiculed
in other parts of the world, had been granted his in�uential position
in the Academy of Sciences. He also championed the banning of
nuclear tests in the atmosphere, which produced so much
radioactive fall-out that he began to regard them as ‘a crime against
humanity’. Bit by bit, he was becoming more critical of the system
in which he lived.3





The ‘father of the hydrogen bomb’: Andrei Sakharov at the Soviet Atomic Energy Institute
in 1957.

The de�ning moment of his later life came in 1968 when,
in�uenced by events both in Russia and abroad, he decided to write
down some of his thoughts on the issues of his time. The result was
an essay entitled ‘Re�ections on Progress, Peaceful Coexistence, and
Intellectual Freedom’, which he published in samizdat, but which
was soon picked up by the foreign press. In this essay he outlined
his idealistic hopes that the capitalist and socialist systems would
gradually cease opposing one another and eventually converge.
Such views were heretical in the Soviet Union, but they were
welcomed in the West. The essay was �rst published in the Dutch
newspaper Het Parool at the beginning of July, followed by the New
York Times two weeks later. Over the following year more than 18
million copies of his essay were published around the world, making
it a truly global publishing event. All of a sudden, Sakharov’s name
was being mentioned in the same breath as that of Alexander
Solzhenitsyn, as well as dissenters in other countries such as
Poland’s Jan Lipski and Czechoslovakia’s Ivan Klíma.4

For the rest of Sakharov’s life he would become famous not as a
scientist but as a dissident. He lost his job over the ‘Re�ections’
a�air, but continued to write dissident pamphlets anyway. He
signed numerous petitions against the government, and joined
public protests against Soviet state actions. In the 1970s he would
win the Nobel Peace Prize along with several other awards, much to
the irritation of the Soviet authorities, who attacked him and his
wife mercilessly in the press. In 1988 the European Community
named a human rights prize after him.

Despite all of this, he remained a scientist at heart, and stood by
his work as a theoretical physicist. To the end of his life he never



expressed any regret for having contributed to nuclear weapons
research. The nuclear arms race, he said in 1988, was ‘a great
tragedy, which re�ected the tragic nature of the entire world
situation, where in order to preserve the peace, it was necessary to
make such terrible and horrible things’. Nevertheless, ‘In the �nal
account, the work which we did was justi�ed, as was the work
which was done by our colleagues on the opposite side.’5

National Trauma

In the aftermath of the Second World War, the USA and the USSR
found themselves in a position neither nation could have foreseen
just six years earlier. The war had not only propelled them to
military greatness but also diminished or destroyed their rivals to
such a degree that no other nation was capable of challenging them.
The Soviet Union had the greatest continental army the world has
ever seen, which completely dominated the Eurasian landmass. The
United States had a maritime force that dominated both the Paci�c
and the Atlantic, an army and air force that dwarfed those of every
other Western power, and a monopoly on the atom bomb. In the
absence of any comparable rivals, these two powers became
something the world had never seen before: they became
superpowers.

And yet, in 1945 at least, it would have been absurd to imagine
that these two countries were equals. America had emerged from
the war almost entirely physically unscathed, with a booming
economy that made it easily the richest nation on earth. The Soviet
Union, by contrast, was on its knees. Whatever its military power, it
was physically, emotionally and economically exhausted, and quite
incapable of projecting its in�uence much beyond the parts of
Europe and north-east Asia that it had liberated.

It was not until the Second World War was over that most people
in the USSR allowed themselves to take stock of what they had lost.
The physical destruction was quite staggering. ‘In the army we often



spoke of what life would be like after the war,’ wrote journalist
Boris Galin in 1947. ‘We pictured things in rainbow colours. We
never imagined the scale of the destruction or the scope of
reconstruction required to heal the wounds in�icted by the
Germans.’6 The o�cial statistics give an insight into what people
like Galin saw: as well as major cities like Kiev, Minsk, Kharkov and
Stalingrad, more than 1,700 towns and 70,000 villages were
devastated. Around 32,000 industrial enterprises had been
destroyed and 65,000 kilometres of railway tracks torn up.7

In the areas invaded by Germany, more than 50 per cent of the
urban housing stock had been severely damaged or destroyed,
leaving 20 million people homeless. Even in those places that had
not been occupied, the housing stock had badly deteriorated: so
many resources had been diverted towards winning the war that
essential repairs had not been done. In Moscow, for example, 90 per
cent of the central heating systems were out of commission, as were
almost half of all water and sewerage systems. Urgent repairs were
needed on 80 per cent of roofs, 60 per cent of electrical equipment
and 54 per cent of gas equipment. When Sakharov lived here after
the war, he and his wife and baby had to move between a
succession of miserable apartments every month or two – sometimes
living in damp basements, sometimes in rooms that were little better
than corridors, and once in an unheated house outside Moscow
where they had to drape themselves in fur all day just to keep from
freezing to death. Sakharov was lucky that the Academy of Sciences
eventually provided him with a room: others like him would be
living in ruins, basements, sheds and dugouts until well into the
1950s.8

Amidst this material devastation, the human losses were so great
that they de�ed comprehension. Estimates of the dead range from
20 million to 27 million, but modern scholarship generally puts the
�gure at the top of that range.9 Alongside the dead, there were also
the damaged. Eighteen million men were wounded in the war, and
2.5 million permanently disabled. As in many other countries, the
sight of crippled young men begging in markets and railway stations



became one of the characteristic features of the age.10 Some 15 to 18
million people were also displaced by the war, either because they
�ed eastwards to escape the Germans, or because they had been
taken to Germany as forced labour.11 Almost everyone in the Soviet
Union had experienced some kind of loss or bereavement as a direct
consequence of the war: 1945 was a year not only of victory but
also of mourning.

The psychological consequences of this vast communal experience
are impossible to quantify. Countless people su�ered �ashbacks and
nightmares for years to come, from the radio operators who had
recurring dreams of parachuting behind enemy lines to the young
women who refused to marry or have children because they could
not escape the feeling that another war was about to break out. ‘I
knew in my mind that the war was over,’ claimed one former
partisan, ‘but my whole body, my whole being remembered.’ One
front-line medic was pursued everywhere she went after the war by
the smell of burning �esh. Another was haunted by the smell of
blood: ‘As soon as summer came I thought that war was about to
break out,’ claimed Tamara Umnyagina, years later. ‘When the sun
warmed everything – trees, houses, asphalt – it had a smell, for me
everything smelled of blood. Whatever I ate, whatever I drank, I
could not escape that smell!’12

Sometimes these �ashbacks were communal. Mystical rumours of
an impending apocalypse became widespread in the dying days of
the war, particularly amongst religious people. In one village in
Stavropol territory the rumour spread that ‘in the next few days the
Earth would collide with a comet, which occurrence would
announce the end of the world’. The villagers began feverishly to
prepare themselves by praying, lighting votive candles before icons,
dressing in their best clothes and lying down in the front of their
homes with their arms crossed over their chests, prepared to die.13

The interesting thing about this particular episode is that it
happened early in 1945, before anyone in the Soviet Union yet
knew about the atom bomb. In other words, it was not the fear of
nuclear apocalypse that was the source of Soviet feelings of



impending doom, but something deeper that had been born in their
experience of the war.

After the revelation of the atom bomb, feelings like this only
increased. But once again, this was not at �rst because of any
speci�c fear of the bomb itself. What the Soviet people feared above
all else was a repeat of the catastrophe they had just experienced:
the atom bomb was only a threat because it opened up a new
imbalance of power, and therefore made a new war more likely. As
Alexander Werth, the Sunday Times correspondent in Moscow,
explained: ‘The news [of Hiroshima] had an acutely depressing
e�ect on everybody. It was clearly realized that this was a New Fact
in the world’s politics, that the bomb constituted a threat to Russia,
and some Russian pessimists I talked to that day dismally remarked
that Russia’s desperately hard victory over Germany was now “as
good as wasted”.’14

In the months that followed, the country as a whole began to
experience a kind of communal �ashback to the dark days of 1941.
In Moscow, rumours began to circulate that ‘the Soviet state is in
danger’ and ‘England and America are threatening a new war’. Some
people went so far as to entertain fears that a new world war had
already begun. ‘I heard,’ said a worker in a Moscow factory in 1946,
‘that the war is already on in China and Greece, where America and
England have intervened. Any day now they will attack the Soviet
Union.’15

The catastrophe of the war had plainly a�ected every level of
Soviet society, not only on a physical but on a deeply psychological
level. Whether it was merited or not, in 1945 the Soviets felt every
bit as vulnerable as they had been in 1941, a feeling that was only
exacerbated by the advent of the atom bomb. What was needed was
a prolonged period of calm – a kind of national convalescence – in
order for the Soviet people to feel that the horrors of war were
behind them, and that they could rebuild in safety. Unfortunately,
this was exactly what they would be denied.



Us and Them

What of the Soviet leadership? How did they react to this set of
circumstances? The �rst thing to make clear is that the Soviet
leadership had never felt secure. From their days as revolutionaries,
being hunted down by the Tsar’s secret police, through the turmoil
of the Civil War, the Ukrainian famine and the Great Purge – Stalin
and his circle had always felt vulnerable, both internally and
externally. However, the German invasion in 1941 was perhaps the
closest Soviet communism had ever come to total annihilation, and
it is not surprising that Communist Party leaders were determined
never to allow themselves to be so vulnerable again. Western
diplomats like George Kennan spoke disparagingly of their obsession
with ‘hostile encirclement’, and their ‘paranoia’ about the West, but
there were very clear reasons for this paranoia, which was felt by
the regime and the Soviet people alike.

The victory in 1945 o�ered the Soviets an unprecedented chance
to protect their borders from any future attack, and they grabbed it
with both hands. Lands that had once been part of the Russian
Empire – Karelia, the Baltic States, western Ukraine, Moldova –
were reclaimed as Soviet territory. Lands that had provided
Germany with a launch pad for its invasion – Poland, Hungary,
Romania and Bulgaria – were occupied and subjected to Soviet
in�uence. Potentially hostile governments were removed and
replaced with Communist governments; societies were restructured
along Communist lines and, in the case of those countries that had
actively fought against the USSR, reparations were exacted.

The Soviets believed they had a right to take such action – both
historically and morally. The Red Army had captured the territories
of eastern Europe with Soviet blood, and the political leadership
saw no reason to withdraw its troops without �rst ensuring the
future loyalty of these countries. It must also be stressed that Soviet
ideologues genuinely believed that they were liberating these
countries, which had been oppressed by feudal systems for
centuries. But most importantly, the Soviet state felt it had a



responsibility to build a bu�er zone between its own territory and
those of its potential enemies. ‘We had to consolidate our
conquests,’ said the Soviet foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov,
years later. The subjugation of eastern Europe was therefore not
primarily about the spread of communism, or about old-fashioned
imperialism, but about protecting the motherland from future
attack.16

When the West objected, it was di�cult for the Soviets to take
their objections at face value. As far as Stalin was concerned, he was
not doing anything in eastern Europe that Truman and Churchill
were not also doing in western Europe. ‘This war is not as in the
past,’ he famously told the Yugoslavian Communist Milovan Djilas
in 1944: ‘whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own
social system. Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army
can reach. It cannot be otherwise.’17

This carving up of Europe into Soviet and Western ‘spheres of
in�uence’ was not something that Stalin imposed unilaterally – in
fact, it was a situation that Britain and America had themselves
endorsed. When Churchill had met Stalin in Moscow in October
1944 he had explicitly agreed to leave Bulgaria and Romania to the
Soviets in return for British control in Greece. Stalin scrupulously
kept his side of the bargain (regardless of what Truman would later
imply in his Truman Doctrine speech): what right, then, did
Churchill have to complain if British o�cials were prevented from
in�uencing events in Bucharest? Furthermore, both Britain and
America had signed the armistice agreements with Bulgaria,
Romania and Hungary, in which, once again, it was explicitly stated
that each country would be administered by the Soviets for the
duration of the war.18 As far as the Soviets were concerned, events
in these parts of the world were none of the West’s business.

From a Soviet point of view, the hypocrisy of Western statesmen
was quite shameless. In the Atlantic Charter they harped on about
the ‘right of all peoples to choose the forms of government under
which they will live’, and yet they supported colonialism in Asia and
Africa. They complained about the abuse of human rights in eastern



Europe, and yet wilfully failed to prosecute Fascists and war
criminals in western Europe. They spoke out against the
‘enslavement’ of eastern European populations, but remained silent
about the continued subjugation of black Americans in the southern
United States. They spoke about the Communists rigging elections,
and yet stood aside when right-wingers in countries like Greece,
Paraguay or the Dominican Republic – countries directly within a
British or American ‘sphere of in�uence’ – did similarly. In 1948 the
Americans used a great deal of money and in�uence to ensure that
the Italian elections threw up the ‘correct’ result – how was this any
better than Soviet e�orts to rig Hungarian or Polish elections?19

While the Soviets did everything they could to expand their
borders, shore up their defences and bolster themselves against a
hostile world, America seemed hell-bent on exposing Soviet
vulnerabilities. In the �rst United Nations conference in San
Francisco, America made a great show of denying Soviet requests
for Poland to be given membership, while pushing through the
membership of Argentina – a country that the Soviets believed had
spent most of the war ‘assisting the Fascists who are our enemies’.
This demonstration of America’s overwhelming dominance of world
diplomacy seemed heavy-handed even to some of its allies. Over the
next seven years the USSR felt obliged to use its veto �fty-nine times
– not merely for the sake of being obstructive, as much of the
Western press suggested, but because America insisted on
introducing resolutions that were against vital Soviet interests.
Diplomatically, the veto was the only power that the Soviets had to
protect themselves.20

America also subjected the USSR to what the Soviets regarded as
a series of economic attacks. In 1945, almost as soon as the guns fell
silent in Europe, America abruptly cut o� all Lend-Lease aid to the
Soviet Union. In 1946 it suspended all reparations payments from
the American Zone of Germany. In 1947 it announced the Truman
Doctrine, followed by the Marshall Plan. The $12 billion that would
�ow into Europe over the coming years came with strict capitalist
strings attached, and was something that the starving, impoverished



Soviets could not possibly compete with. It came as no surprise, not
even to the Americans, when the Soviet culture minister, Andrei
Zhdanov, called the Marshall Plan ‘the American plan to enslave
Europe’.21

Just as worryingly, the USA seemed determined whenever
possible to display its military superiority. At the end of the war,
America had the most powerful air force in the world, in terms of
both quality and quantity. ‘I would even say that America was
invincible,’ Nikita Khrushchev declared in his memoirs, before going
on to claim that ‘the Americans �aunted this fact by sending their
planes all over Europe, violating borders and even �ying over the
territory of the Soviet Union itself, not to mention a country like
Czechoslovakia. Not a single day went by when American planes
didn’t violate Czechoslovak airspace.’22

Finally, and perhaps most damagingly of all, America had a
monopoly on the atom bomb. Of all the long list of American
advantages in 1945, it was this that most disconcerted the Soviets.
No one in the Soviet establishment had ever before appreciated how
powerful an atom bomb could be – not only in physical terms, but
also in foreign policy terms. Stalin was immediately impressed with
the way that the bomb had been used to bring about both the end of
the war and Japan’s unconditional surrender. Such raw power gave
America a strategic advantage over the rest of the world. That this
new power a�ected the USSR was unquestioned. Indeed, there was
a general assumption that the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki
were ‘not aimed at Japan but rather at the Soviet Union’.23

As the British ambassador in Moscow explained in December
1945, the timing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki could not have been
worse. After all the years of struggle, the victory in Europe had
encouraged the Soviets to believe that national security was at last
within their reach – and more, that the permanence of the Soviet
system was at last guaranteed. ‘Then plump came the atomic bomb.
At a blow the balance which had now seemed set and steady was
rudely shaken. Russia was balked by the West when everything
seemed to be within her grasp.’24





Nuclear diplomacy: a Soviet cartoon depicting America’s domination of the oil-rich states
around the Persian Gulf.

The Soviet response to this was to go on the attack. According to
the former Comintern agent George Andreychin, the main reason
why the Soviets became so aggressive after September 1945 was
because the advent of the atom bomb had exposed their relative
weakness – and, as even Stalin’s own circle later acknowledged,
weakness was the one thing that Stalin always wanted to hide.25

Over the coming years, both Molotov and Stalin put on a great show
of not being intimidated by the Americans, and deliberately played
down the e�ectiveness of nuclear weapons. ‘Atom bombs are
intended for intimidating the weak-nerved,’ Stalin told Western
journalists in the autumn of 1946, ‘but they cannot decide the
outcome of a war, since atom bombs are by no means su�cient for
this purpose.’26 It was in this context, surrounded by bluster and
bravado, that the Soviets launched a new, accelerated programme to
acquire an atomic bomb of their own. There is no record of any
government debate over whether this undertaking was justi�ed or
not – it was simply assumed that if America had the bomb then the
USSR must have it too. And yet this decision would have massive
repercussions for the whole world. The entire geopolitical
atmosphere of the next �fty years – the proxy wars in Asia and
Africa, the revolutions and counter-revolutions in the developing
world, the nuclear peace in Europe – was born, or at least partly
born, in this moment.

By beginning an arms race with America, Stalin was laying the
foundations of a policy that his successors would be unable to
demolish, and that would eventually cause the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Between 1945 and 1946 the Soviet science budget tripled. By
1950, military expenditures accounted for up to a quarter of the
USSR’s gross national income – and this at a time when the country
desperately needed to rebuild.27 Over the next four decades the
Soviet Union would spend a huge but unquanti�able fortune in an
economic and technological war they were never likely to win.



Rebirth Forestalled

There is nothing like a war, even a Cold War, to create a sense of
‘us’ and ‘them’. The Soviets therefore embraced their new enemy in
1945. As in the Second World War, ‘they’ provided a focus for all of
society’s communal anxieties and fears. As in that war, any measure
and any expense could be justi�ed by the need to protect the nation
against ‘them’. In the short to medium term, ‘they’ ended up
providing a valuable service to the Soviet state.

But who was the great communal ‘us’ of the Soviet Union? In
contrast to the way that people in the West tended to view it, the
USSR was not a vast monolith, but a richly varied country, riven
with all kinds of splits, much like the USA was. Ever since its
creation there had been tensions between the forces of tradition and
the forces of modernization, between town and countryside,
between the bourgeoisie and the working classes, between the Party
and the intelligentsia, between military and civilian; not to mention
all the ancient divisions between di�erent regions and republics,
and between di�erent ethnic and religious minorities. Before the
war, communism had attempted to replace all these divisions with a
single unifying ideology, but had done so with such violence and
such cruelty that it had only really succeeded in driving these
divisions underground; and in the process it had also created new
divisions, most notably between people and state.

The Second World War changed all that. It united most of these
di�erent groups in a way that no amount of propaganda or coercion
had ever previously achieved. In an instant, all the varied categories
of ‘us’ and ‘them’ were rede�ned: a single ‘us’ expanded to include
almost everyone in society, because more or less everyone was now
united in a common cause; likewise, ‘them’ became a single,
universal enemy – the Nazi invader. During the course of the war
this enemy was so demonized, and had taken on such monstrous
proportions, that it came to occupy a central part of the Soviet
imagination. It also played a vital role in keeping Soviet society
uni�ed during these dangerous years.



In 1945, after all the trauma and destruction, there were great
hopes that the Soviet Union might be able to salvage something
positive from the war. The playwright Konstantin Simonov later
remembered how people began to speak ‘of liberalization … of
indulgence … of ideological optimism’. According to Andrei
Sakharov, ‘We all believed – or at least hoped – that the postwar
world would be decent and humane. How could it be otherwise?’
These things seemed safe to say precisely because of the spirit of
unity that still remained after the war.28

However, there were strong signs that this sense of unity was
already beginning to break down, particularly as the full wreckage
of the country’s postwar economy became clear. It was not only
America that su�ered shortages, industrial unrest, ethnic tension
and marital breakdown in 1945 – these occurred in the USSR too,
but to a much greater degree. When 8.5 million Red Army soldiers
were demobilized in the three years after the war, there was no G.I.
Bill to ease their transition into civilian society – the Soviet
government simply did not have the resources for such a measure.
While American workers were striking over pay and conditions,
Russian factory workers in Penza were labouring in the open air,
knee-deep in snow.29 While American women were clamouring for
nylon stockings, Russians in Tula were making do without shoes,
without coats and without underwear.30 Americans complained
about continuing rationing in 1946, but in the Soviet Union people
were literally starving. According to the Russian historian Veniamin
Zima, 100 million people in the USSR su�ered from malnutrition
between 1946 and 1948, and around 2 million died from famine.
This was due partly to poor weather, partly to government
mismanagement – but it was also a direct result of the disruptions to
Soviet farms caused by the war.31

The contrast between their dreams of a rainbow-coloured future
and the reality of postwar life led to waves of discontent across the
country. Peasants in the collective farms often refused to work on
the grounds that they were being paid too little to live on – and in
some cases not being paid at all.32 Large-scale strikes and



demonstrations took place in industrial areas, particularly in the
huge defence plants in the Urals and Siberia. In 1945–46 alone,
more than half a million people across the Soviet Union sent letters
to the Russian Republic’s internal a�airs commissariat complaining
about living conditions. ‘So this is what we have come to!’ wrote
one. ‘This is what you call the state’s concern for the material needs
of the working people …!’ According to this writer, an atmosphere
of revolt was growing, and workers were beginning to ask, ‘What
did we �ght for?’33

In some parts of the Soviet Union, full-scale rebellions were
already under way. A massive insurgency against Soviet rule had
already begun in Ukraine, where some 400,000 people were actively
involved in resisting the return of Soviet troops. The uprising, which
rapidly became something of a civil war, would continue into the
1950s. Similar insurgencies occurred in the newly annexed republics
of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, where tens of thousands of people
took to the forests to �ght against Soviet forces. These doomed
enterprises were fuelled by the vain hope that ‘England and the
United States [would] go to war against the Soviet Union’. In other
words, in many parts of the western borderlands, people were
actively hoping for a Third World War.34

The Soviet authorities clearly could not allow such sentiments to
spread. In time-honoured fashion they began to blame all of the
country’s problems on outsiders. Their denunciations of the West
followed the same pattern as American denunciations of
communism: Stalin gave interviews to Pravda in which he directly
compared Churchill to Hitler, his foreign minister Vyacheslav
Molotov called America a ‘fascisizing’ power while other senior
members of the party like Andrei Vyshinsky and Georgy Malenkov
said that the Americans were ‘imitators of the fascist barbarians’.35

As in America, the Soviet leadership used this new threat both as an
excuse and a distraction, and as a way to urge their people to unify
behind them once again, just as they had done during the war.

In the meantime, anyone with links to the West was immediately
denounced. The witch-hunts began almost as soon as the war was



over. The �rst people to fall foul of these were returning prisoners of
war, along with civilians who had been forcibly removed to
Germany during the war to work as slave labourers. Such people
had spent long periods living in the midst of the enemy, often
followed by more time amongst the British or Americans. Though
there are no accurate �gures of how many returning prisoners of
war were sent to the Gulag, it was certainly tens upon tens of
thousands; Alexander Solzhenitsyn describes how the labour camps
were �lled with these people in the aftermath of the war.36 At the
same time 60,000 Communists who had been captured by the
Germans during the war found themselves expelled from the party.37

Next to be demonized were those national groups who no longer
appeared loyal to the Soviet ideal. During the war, several ethnic
groups had been deported from their homelands to the Kazakh
steppes because of their perceived disloyalty – especially Volga
Germans, Chechens, Ingush, Kalmyks and Crimean Tatars. In the
aftermath of the war it was the turn of the rebellious populations of
the western borderlands. Between 1945 and 1952 more than
108,000 Lithuanians were deported as ‘bandits’ or ‘bandit
accomplices’, as were 114,000 Ukrainians, 34,000 Moldovans,
43,000 Latvians and 20,000 Estonians. Actions like these sparked a
resentment in these countries towards Moscow bordering on hatred,
which would only grow over the following decades.38

As tensions grew between the Soviet Union and the West, the
authorities began waging a violent campaign against what Stalin
called the ‘admiration of Germans, French, of foreigners, of
assholes’.39 It began in August 1946 with the persecution of the
Leningrad intelligentsia, led by the cultural minister Andrei
Zhdanov. In essence, this was no di�erent from the purges that had
occurred before the war: it was only made halfway respectable by
the emphasis on the need to eliminate ‘foreign’ elements that had
in�ltrated Soviet society.

This was followed by a series of repressive measures against all
forms of art and science. Composers like Shostakovich,
Khachaturian and Proko�ev were blacklisted for displaying



‘decadent Western in�uences’ in their music. The State Museum of
Modern Western Art was closed down, as was Eugen Varga’s
Institute of the World Economy and World Politics.40 In January
1947 the philosopher G. F. Aleksandrov was accused of having
undervalued the Russian contribution to Western philosophy, and
was sacked from his post as the head of agitprop.

At the same time, Soviet o�cials ran a parallel campaign to
promote Russian art, Russian philosophy, and Russian science as
superior to that of all other nations. According to Andrei Sakharov,
this a�ected even the all-important nuclear programme, where the
experienced German scientists that had been brought to Russia were
never really trusted by government o�cials.41 Every important
discovery had to be a Russian discovery. Journals began to make
exaggerated claims about how Russian scientists had invented
everything from the aeroplane and the steam engine to the radio
and the light bulb. Real scientists, like Sakharov, began to make wry
jokes about ‘Russia, homeland of the elephant’.42

All of this was part of an ugly form of nationalism that was one of
the major legacies of the war, and which is still visible in Russia
today. Western statesmen, and indeed Western historians, have
often got into trouble for confusing the terms ‘Soviet’ and ‘Russian’
as if they were the same thing. But this is not much di�erent from
the way that many Russians came to view themselves in the years
after the Second World War. Just as Stalin was the state, so Russia
was the Soviet Union.43 In the coming years, ethnic Russians
increasingly dominated all the top Soviet institutions, from the
Army to the Politburo, and Russian was the language of power
throughout the Soviet Union. In the long term this would contribute
to a growing resentment amongst the other peoples of the Soviet
Union – not to mention the people of eastern Europe – that would
become one of the causes of the break-up of the Union in 1991. In
the meantime, however, nationalism was one of the main forces
used by Stalin to justify his persecution of ‘foreign elements’ in
Soviet society.



What exactly constituted a ‘foreign element’ was not always clear.
As time went on Stalin would wage successive campaigns of
repression against all kinds of groups, including senior soldiers,
Moscow doctors and the Leningrad Communist Party – almost
always on the grounds that they were wholly or partly in�uenced by
foreigners. The apogee of this new intolerance came in the
campaign against Jews – or ‘cosmopolitans’ as they were
euphemistically called. Between 1948 and 1952 tens of thousands of
Soviet Jews were arrested, dismissed from their jobs, thrown out of
their universities or evicted from their homes, simply for being
Jewish. The o�cial excuse for this persecution was that Jews were
Zionists who had links to America and other countries in the West,
but even Stalin’s closest subordinates admitted that this was ‘all
pure nonsense’. In reality, as has so often been the case throughout
history, Jews were merely a symbol that could be used to represent
everything that Stalin feared about the outside world, and which
therefore had to be purged from public life.44

There are undoubted parallels between the paranoia that gripped
America in the 1940s and 50s and that which similarly gripped the
USSR. Both countries used the threat of an external enemy to draw a
divided society together, and both used repression to punish those
who did not conform. If the Soviet mindset reacted in more extreme
ways than the American one, this was certainly a re�ection of the
much, much greater trauma that the Soviet Union had su�ered
during the recent war, which had almost made their fears of
annihilation come true. But the di�erence in the scale and nature of
the repression that occurred in the USSR also owes a great deal to
the political system that was in place there. Repression in America
was imposed more or less by consensus, and that consensus could
easily shift – as indeed it did in the mid-1950s – when the
repression was deemed to go too far. In the Soviet Union, by
contrast, power was so concentrated in the hands of one man that
there were almost no limits to the torments that could be unleashed
upon society if Stalin so willed it.



In the end, Stalin’s view of what constituted ‘us’ became so
narrow that nobody was entirely safe from persecution, not even
those at the centre of power. Stalin murdered several of his closest
friends and associates during this time, and had dozens of others
tortured or sent to the Gulag. His circle would regularly gather for
interminable, alcohol-fuelled dinners, where they were forced by
turns to endure various humiliations at Stalin’s hands. The future
premier, Nikita Khrushchev, remembered these dinners with horror.
After one of them, he shared a car home with Nikolai Bulganin, who
sank into his seat with visible relief. ‘You come to Stalin’s table as a
friend,’ he murmured, ‘but you never know if you’ll go home by
yourself or if you’ll be given a ride – to prison!’ By the time of
Stalin’s death in March 1953, there was no group, and no
individual, who could consider himself entirely safe from Stalin’s
distrust.45

Sakharov lived on the fringe of these events. He did not witness the
horror close up, although he did meet some of those involved,
including Stalin’s former security chief Lavrentiy Beria, whom he
characterized as ‘a terrifying human being’.46 But scientists like
Sakharov were largely immune from the daily fear that everyone
else in society was forced to endure, because their work was deemed
so essential. They were paid better than the vast majority of society,
and they were given privileges that were beyond the reach of most
people: their own dachas, their own cars, and access to literature
that was banned everywhere else. An independence of thought that
was considered suspicious in the general population was positively
encouraged amongst the scientists in the secret installations where
the atom bombs were created.

While this might have distanced them from the tribulations of the
rest of the population, it did, according to Sakharov, also create a
template for the democracy of the future. In his seminal 1968 essay,
Sakharov called for the intellectual privileges he and his fellow
scientists enjoyed to be extended to society in general. He also
suggested that the technocratic elite should govern society along



scienti�c lines, and in a way that prioritized above all else, ‘care and
concern for human values of a moral, ethical and personal
character’.47

That Sakharov was immediately stripped of his security clearance
as a result of this essay is instructive. In the end, scientists like
Sakharov learned what many other people in Soviet society had
already long realized – that there was a fundamental and
unbridgeable di�erence between the way they saw the world and
the way that the state saw it.

This di�erence was exempli�ed in the state’s attitude toward the
nuclear bomb. Sakharov tells a story about a banquet he attended in
1955, in celebration of a successful bomb test. As the scientist
chie�y responsible for the technology behind this particular
weapon, he felt it his duty to say a few words; so he rose to his feet
and proposed a toast to the hope that the USSR would never have to
use nuclear bombs in a real war. According to Sakharov, an
embarrassed hush immediately fell over the room. Slowly,
ominously, the deputy minister of defence rose to his feet to reply.
‘Let me tell a parable,’ he said. ‘An old man wearing only a shirt was
praying before an icon. “Guide me, harden me. Guide me, harden
me.” His wife, who was lying on the stove, said: “Just pray to be
hard, old man, I can guide it in myself.” Let’s drink to getting hard.’
Suitably rebuked, Sakharov drank down his brandy ‘and didn’t open
my mouth again for the rest of the evening’.48

In its relentless pursuit of the atom bomb, the Soviet state gained
everything they longed for after the Second World War, and lost it
at the same time. Their potency, so damaged by the military
collapse of 1941, was restored beyond their wildest dreams. But
their lack of humanity sowed such seeds of dissent that the state
would nevertheless eventually be doomed.



15. World Polarization

The parallels between the collective psychology of the USA in early
postwar years and that of the USSR are striking. Both countries had
ascended to positions of global power that they were not quite ready
for, and had not yet had time to come to terms with. Both countries
had been uni�ed by the war in a way that no amount of propaganda
or terror, or even New Deal progressivism, had ever previously
achieved. But now that the war was over, divisions in both countries
were beginning to open up again. The essential ingredient to both
American unity and Soviet unity had been the existence of a
common enemy – a monster – but now that this monster had been
defeated, there was nothing left for either country to unite with the
other against. As relations between them began to break down, it
seemed only natural for each to replace the old German or Japanese
monster with a new American or Soviet one. The hot-war mentality
of ‘us’ and ‘them’ was, therefore, seamlessly transposed into the
Cold War.

The dominance of these two countries in global a�airs meant that
the rest of the world inevitably found itself sucked into their
quarrels. After the experience of the war, it was no longer enough to
aim merely for national unity: America began to push for unity in
what it was now calling ‘the western hemisphere’, and even more
broadly, ‘the West’. Meanwhile the Soviet Union, which had always
been internationalist in outlook, began to press its neighbours and
allies to form a single, uni�ed ‘Communist bloc’. Under pressure
from the two superpowers, most other nations had little choice but
to take sides.



The Soviet culture minister, Andrei Zhdanov, summed up the new
atmosphere in 1947 when he told a conference of European
Communist parties that the world would henceforth be divided into
‘two camps’. On the one hand, he declared, there was the
‘imperialist and anti-democratic camp’. This was led by the USA and
its British partner, whose fundamental aim was ‘world domination’
and ‘the smashing of democratic movements’. On the other hand
was the Soviet Union and its allies, who must now ‘rally their ranks
and unite’ against the West. According to Zhdanov, there could be
no cooperation between these two camps, which were ‘diametrically
opposed’.1

The Americans, largely speaking, agreed with this point of view,
although they put it in very di�erent language. Earlier the same
year the American diplomat George Kennan had written a highly
in�uential article in the journal Foreign A�airs, in which he stated
that ‘happy coexistence’ between the two superpowers was
impossible. America, he wrote, had no choice but to try to ‘contain’
the Soviet threat. It was therefore high time that Americans started
‘accepting the responsibilities of moral and political leadership that
history plainly intended them to bear’. The implication – or, at least,
this was the way his words were universally interpreted – was that
America must be the standard bearer in a new, international crusade
against the spread of communism.2

But what about the rest of the world? How did they feel about the
way that the superpowers were gathering their blocs around them?
Some, naturally, accepted this new world order in the spirit of
pragmatism. Many countries in western Europe and Asia happily
sided with the USA because the Americans were powerful and
appeared to o�er the best path to re-establishing both security and
order in the aftermath of the war. American money also seemed to
be the key to rebuilding the shattered infrastructure of these
regions. Likewise, most Latin American countries saw little choice
but to side with the USA because their economic dependence on
their northern neighbour, as well as their geographical proximity,
made cooperation the best option. Meanwhile, most of eastern



Europe accepted Soviet control because not to do so would have
meant a return to all-out war; and Communists everywhere also
supported the USSR because they believed this gave them the
greatest chance of e�ecting political change in their own countries.

However, there were many other parts of the world that resented
being forced to choose between one side or the other, and who
therefore did their best to avoid doing so. They chose all kinds of
names for this stance. ‘Neutrality’ was the legal term for countries
like Switzerland, which promised not to involve themselves in any
international war, but various others described themselves as
‘disengaged’, ‘uncommitted’, ‘non-aligned’, ‘progressively neutral’,
and so on.3

These countries hoped thus to remove themselves from the Cold
War, but in the end they merely made themselves vulnerable to a
whole raft of other political, economic and moral dilemmas. Did
non-alignment mean that they were obliged to turn down much-
needed investment from one side or the other to preserve their
impartiality? Did it mean that they could not criticize the misdeeds
of the superpowers – and, if they did, would anyone listen? If they
refused all military treaties, who would defend them in the event of
invasion? Without formal allies, what voice could they have in the
world? And, most importantly, what would they do if they ever
came under sustained pressure from one side or the other?



Cold War showdown between Andrei Vyshinsky and America’s Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr
during a UN debate on Korea’s future. The response of Britain’s Sir Gladwyn Jebb,
sandwiched between them, speaks volumes.

The Impossibility of Neutrality

Anthony Curwen knew the pressures of trying to stay neutral. As a
British paci�st, he had always abhorred the idea of ‘sitting on the
end of a gun, and aiming it at a human being and killing them’; so
when the whole world went to war in 1939, Curwen chose a
di�erent path: he declared himself a conscientious objector.
Refusing to take up arms, he joined the Friends Ambulance Unit, a
Quaker organization devoted to the principles of paci�sm and
neutrality. Between 1943 and 1946 Curwen looked after the sick
and the injured – �rst in British hospitals, and later in remote areas
of Syria. It was a constructive and entirely neutral wartime job that
he later said he found ‘very satisfying’.4



When the war came to an end, Curwen decided to continue his
commitment to paci�sm. He stayed on with the Friends Ambulance
Unit, who were now sending people out to China to help rebuild the
country after its devastating war against the Japanese.

Unfortunately, a new civil con�ict had broken out in China, this
time between the nationalist Kuomintang government and the
Communists. The FAU intended to stay neutral, but this did not stop
Curwen feeling quite strongly about the situation. ‘When I went to
China I was extremely naive politically,’ he admitted in later life. ‘I
remember thinking, how stupid to have a civil war, just after a war
when the country is in a state of turmoil. How stupid to have a civil
war!’

Curwen sailed for Shanghai on 14 March 1946 – his twenty-�rst
birthday. He had no real idea what he was letting himself in for.
China was nothing like the world he was used to. After being torn
apart by eight years of violence it was now a country full of ‘dirt
and disorder and destruction and refugees’. He was to be stationed
in the town of Zhongmu in east-central China, about thirty miles
from the provincial capital of Zhengzhou. Half of the town had been
destroyed by Japanese bombing; the other half had been destroyed
by the Kuomintang, which had broken the dykes on the Yellow
River in 1938 and �ooded the whole region in an attempt to hold
the Japanese back. ‘When we went there,’ said Curwen, ‘there were
no more than half a dozen houses standing.’ His �rst job was to
supervise the building of a clinic and a school house using recycled
bricks from the broken-down walls of the town. He also set up a
variety of cooperatives to help local people get back on their feet.
But in the face of the massive postwar chaos, with a civil war raging
not far away and hundreds of thousands of penniless refugees
returning to the area, he soon began to feel overwhelmed.

One of the greatest obstacles to the process of rebuilding was the
attitude of the various o�cials he came across. Curwen very quickly
learned to hate the Kuomintang regime’s soldiers and policemen,
who were ‘ragged, semi-criminal and oppressive’: he used to watch
the way they kicked people out of their way, or threw them from



trains when they did not have a ticket, and his blood would boil. He
found the Kuomintang government o�cials ‘totally ine�ective’,
‘totally uncaring’ and corrupt to the core. Some were polite, even
deferential to foreigners like Curwen, ‘but you felt that in their heart
they really hated you’.

Even Chinese relief workers were corrupt, and United Nations aid
was generally pilfered long before it got to the people it was meant
for: ‘Of UNRRA [United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration] goods which were sent for the relief of China there
was literally nothing that was not for sale. You could buy anything.
You could �nd UNRRA milk powder on any market stall anywhere
throughout the country. If you knew your way around you could
buy a trawler, which had been sent to build up the �shing industry.’

To Curwen’s disgust, the people who ran this black market were
the very people who had been entrusted to relieve the plight of
China’s poorest and most vulnerable.

It was not long before Curwen began to question why he had
come to this place at all. His attempts to help out seemed so
ine�ectual as to be virtually pointless, and he began to regard his
relief work as nothing but ‘window dressing’ for a national tragedy.
It seemed to him that the root of China’s problems was ‘the total
uncaringness of the government’, its ‘complete lack of e�ciency’
and its violent attitude towards its own people. ‘I developed very
rapidly a hatred of the regime as it existed.’

Gradually, his belief in maintaining a strict neutrality was
beginning to slip. He still knew nothing about communism, and
continued to hold the prejudice against it that all British people of
his class were brought up with. But his disgust with the Kuomintang
was so strong that he began to believe that the only way to save
China was to sweep them away – even if to do so meant abandoning
his neutrality. ‘Having developed a hatred of the nationalist
Kuomintang regime, and not knowing anything about the
Communists, I hoped for a middle way, but found that the middle of
the road was totally impotent … There was no central road.’



Curwen’s �rst contact with the Chinese Communists came in the
summer of 1948, when they temporarily overran Zhongmu. At �rst
he was extremely nervous about them, but in contrast with almost
all the nationalist soldiers he had come across, they appeared polite,
honest and well behaved. There were no atrocities in his town, and
no looting; quite the opposite, in fact – when a colleague had his
pullover stolen, one of the Communist o�cers made a show of
�nding the culprit and returning his property. Grain was con�scated
from the rich and distributed amongst the poor. His fears returned
brie�y when the Communists decided to withdraw from the town
and he was taken prisoner, but they explained to him that they were
only taking him as a witness in case the returning nationalists
staged a massacre of the foreigners in Zhongmu and tried to blame
it on them.

Over the coming months the battle lines of the civil war moved
back and forth, and Curwen had the chance to observe both sides.
He found the comparison enlightening: ‘I was deeply impressed by
the behaviour of Communists as people, as individuals; by the
atmosphere of dynamism and enthusiasm that was quite evident all
around; by the immense prestige of the Chinese Communist Party,
which was undoubtedly deserved, which they won rapidly. What it
was like in Peking or Shanghai, I don’t know … But in the
countryside and the backlands the Communists won overwhelming
support in a very, very short time by their behaviour, by supporting
the poor, by all sorts of things like that.’

What impressed him most was the culture of self-criticism that the
Communists encouraged. In the areas under Communist rule, the
people were expected to examine their behaviour, confess to past
misdemeanours and make pledges to reform themselves. This
applied as much, if not more, to party leaders, who were expected
to lead by example. He remembered one occasion, during a drive to
improve women’s rights, when the local Communist Party leader
stood on stage and admitted to beating his wife. This sort of
behaviour, the leader confessed, was entirely unacceptable, and he
promised the people a thorough self-examination, in writing. Under



the Kuomintang, such honesty, and such determination to change,
would have been unthinkable.

When the Communists �nally won the civil war in 1949, it
brought, in Curwen’s eyes, ‘a moral renaissance in people, and a
revolution in personal relationships’. Far from destroying China, the
civil war, and the Communist victory that it had produced, had
transformed the country for the better.

It had also transformed him. The strength of his feelings took him
by surprise, and challenged everything he had previously believed –
not only about staying neutral but also about eschewing violence: ‘I
can’t tell you when I stopped being a paci�st, because I don’t know.
But at some time or other I realized that it is sometimes necessary to
�ght … I couldn’t see what possibility there was for the poor, who
constituted the majority in the Chinese countryside, without a
revolution. And obviously there was no revolution without violence
… So I stopped being a paci�st, and began to criticize my paci�sm,
and I came to the conclusion that I was wrong.’

Now, whenever Curwen looked back on the Second World War,
he deeply regretted having been a conscientious objector. He began
to wish he had abandoned his commitment to paci�sm earlier, so
that he could have actively opposed fascism, and fought Hitler. For
all the good he had done with the Friends Ambulance Unit, he still
wished he had taken up arms instead.

When he returned to Britain in 1954 he decided that he would
never sit on the fence again. He joined the Communist Party, and
remained committed to socialism for the rest of his life.

There were many good reasons for trying to stay neutral during the
Second World War and its aftermath. Some people were actively
impartial, because they disagreed with both sides; while others were
passively impartial, and wanted only to avoid being drawn into what
they believed was somebody else’s �ght. Many people, and many
nations, were afraid to get involved in case they chose the wrong
side. A few clung to neutrality as a moral ideal. In Curwen’s own
case, his paci�st stance was a combination of principle and ‘pure



rebelliousness’. But it made no di�erence: sooner or later, almost
everyone was forced to choose one side or the other; and if they
refused to make that choice, then often it was made for them.

Stories like Anthony Curwen’s are rare because he at least had the
choice to avoid taking part in the Second World War. He was
fortunate to live in a society that gave him the chance to opt out of
�ghting during the war – and yet even he had to go before two
tribunals to prove that he was acting out of conscience rather than
cowardice. In most other countries, the paci�st stand he made
would have been absolutely unthinkable – either because the social
pressures to conform would have been too overwhelming, or
because the societies they lived in simply would not have allowed it.
The history of the war is littered with stories of people in occupied
nations who tried to keep out of the violence, but who were forced
to take one side or the other by their consciences, by their
neighbours, or by the various armed forces and militias who ruled
the wartime landscape.

It was not only individuals who often failed to maintain a neutral
stance during the war: nations fared just as badly. Norway,
Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg all claimed to
be neutral countries before the war – a fact that did nothing to
prevent them from being invaded by Germany in 1940. Likewise,
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania – three more neutral countries – were
invaded by the Soviet Union. In Southeast Asia, Thailand’s claims to
neutrality did not save it from being invaded by the Japanese, who
wanted to transport their troops across Thai territory. The country’s
authoritarian government took the hint, and Thailand passed the
rest of the war in an uncomfortable alliance with Japan. In Latin
America both Argentina and Chile spent the majority of the war
protesting their neutrality, but under sustained pressure from the
United States were eventually forced to abandon this stance in 1944
and 1945. Nations under colonial rule were never even given the
choice: India, Korea, the Middle East and almost the whole of Africa
were forced to take one side or another whether they wished to or
not.



Only a handful of nations were allowed to keep their neutral
status throughout the war, most notably Ireland, Sweden,
Switzerland, Spain, Portugal and the Vatican. And yet even these
states were frequently coerced into acts that bene�ted one side or
the other. Sweden, for example, was forced to allow trains �lled
with German troops to cross its territory on the way to the Russian
Front; Portugal was pressured into allowing Allied shipping and
aircraft to use its overseas ports; and Switzerland, which was
entirely surrounded by Axis countries during the war, was forced to
drop its trade in armaments to Britain, even while its trade with
Germany ballooned.5

On the rare occasions when these countries breached their
neutrality out of conscience, their true political colours always
shone through. Sweden secretly provided bases for the Norwegian
Resistance. Spain’s Fascist government, like Argentina’s, happily
tolerated Nazi spies and the Vatican turned a blind eye to the sins of
anyone who opposed communism, even when some of those people
turned out to be wanted war criminals. In the �nal reckoning,
wartime neutrality was at best only ever an aspiration. At worst, it
was an excuse for hypocrisy.6

After the harsh lessons of the war, many nations abandoned their
pretensions towards neutrality. The Netherlands, which had been a
neutral country since 1839, was reborn at the start of the Cold War
as one of the founding members of NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization, the military alliance which guaranteed the collective
security of western Europe and North America against the Soviet
threat). The same was true of Norway, Denmark, Belgium,
Luxembourg and Portugal. Turkey, which had also been neutral
during the war, declared itself �rmly on the side of the West, and
became a member of NATO in 1952. Meanwhile formerly neutral
Spain entered a direct alliance with the USA.7 (Conversely, two
European nations became neutral after the war – Austria (1955) and
Finland (1956) – although in each case this was at the behest of the



USSR: the Soviets refused to remove their troops from either country
otherwise.)

Other parts of the world followed suit. Thailand abandoned its
attempt at neutrality and became a founder member of SEATO, the
Southeast Asian equivalent of NATO, whose headquarters are in
Bangkok. In Latin America, those countries that had been coerced
into supporting the USA during the Second World War, such as
Chile and Argentina, now deepened their attachment voluntarily
with the Rio Treaty of 1947 – perhaps not through love, but at least
through a mutual fear of communism. After the start of the Cold
War, neutrality became virtually impossible in Latin America. Those
nations that did not pay proper lip service to the USA’s anti-
Communist view of the world either found themselves subjected to
enforced regime change, as with Guatemala in 1954, or were
harassed so persistently, and so clumsily, by Washington that they
were forced into the waiting arms of the Soviet Union – as with
Fidel Castro’s Cuba in 1961.8

Once again, even those nations that maintained their neutral
status into the Cold War did not always act in a neutral way.
Sweden, for example, was economically integrated into the West,
regularly bought arms from Britain and America (but never from the
Soviet Union), and even conducted airborne spying missions over
the USSR on behalf of NATO.9 Switzerland, meanwhile, was a
deeply conservative state, whose pathological fear of communism
led it to make secret pacts with NATO, buy huge quantities of arms
from the West and even to �irt with the creation of its own nuclear
deterrent.10 In addition, the Swiss federal police embarked on a
grotesque and illegal programme of surveillance upon its own
people that was revealed only after the Cold War was over. They
were helped by thousands of businessmen, politicians, military men,
members of think-tanks and ordinary ‘concerned citizens’ who
gladly spied on their neighbours and reported any left-wing activity
to the authorities.11 Such people were an important part of the
national subconscious. Just as Curwen was unable to maintain his
neutrality in the face of a corrupt and bankrupt Chinese system, so



these ‘concerned citizens’ were unable to put their distrust of
communism aside, no matter how neutral their country professed to
be.

The Non-Aligned Movement

If the idea of neutrality often ended up being an illusion both for
individuals and for nations, how did it look at an international
level? In the postwar era there were two major international
organizations that purported to be neutral – or, to be more accurate,
‘non-aligned’ (since the term ‘neutral’ had quite a speci�c legal
meaning). These were the United Nations itself, and a group of
nations known as the ‘Non-Aligned Movement’. Did these
international bodies fare any better?

The failings of the UN in this respect are well known. In the 1940s
and 50s the organization was dominated by the USA, which
provided most of its funding as well as its headquarters, and which
could count on the almost unwavering support of the vast majority
of its founder members. In these early days it was only the Security
Council, and the Soviet veto, that prevented the organization from
becoming little more than a tool of American foreign policy.12

The Non-Aligned Movement, meanwhile, had di�erent problems.
The movement was o�cially founded in 1961, but its roots go back
to the direct aftermath of the Second World War when a variety of
Asian nations were on the brink of independence. Having witnessed
the destruction caused by the war, India’s new prime minister,
Jawaharlal Nehru, thought it only sensible ‘to keep away from the
power politics of groups aligned against one another, which have
led in the past to world wars and which may again lead to disasters
on an even vaster scale’.13 More importantly, having fought so long
for independence, he saw no reason to subordinate India’s foreign
policy to someone else’s agenda. ‘By aligning ourselves with any one
power,’ he told the Indian parliament in 1951, ‘you surrender your
opinion, give up the policy you would normally pursue because



somebody else wants you to pursue another policy.’14 As a
consequence, India started its new life as an independent nation by
following a strictly neutral foreign policy.

This line was also followed by other Asian countries emerging
into independence, like Indonesia, whose President Sukarno
regarded the Cold War as just another manifestation of the same old
imperialism that his people had just freed themselves from.15 It
spread to the Arab nations, like Egypt, which adopted ‘positive
neutralism’ as ‘the only wise policy’, and also to African countries,
some of whose leaders asserted that ‘the whole of the African
continent should be a neutral zone’. Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser
went so far as to call the policy of non-engagement ‘the expression
of the conscience of mankind’, because it was a policy ‘against
domination and inequality, against militarism, against nuclear
experiments, for peace and the independence of nations’. Just as
Anthony Curwen embraced communism for the sake of his
conscience, so Nasser embraced non-alignment for the sake of his
country.16

In the �fteen years that followed the end of the Second World
War, the Non-Aligned Movement became something of a
phenomenon. At the Bandung Conference in 1955, twenty-nine
African and Asian nations gathered to express their rejection of
great powers meddling in their a�airs. The ‘spirit of Bandung’
quickly ignited the colonial world. In 1961, at the Non-Aligned
Movement’s founding conference in Belgrade, this spirit spread into
Europe and Latin America. By the end of the century the movement
had 114 members, which included 37 Asian countries, over 20 Latin
American countries, and every single African nation. It has
continued to expand ever since: several Caribbean nations joined in
the 2000s, and Fiji and Azerbaijan were admitted to the group as
recently as 2011.17

However, there have always been question marks over exactly
how ‘non-aligned’ this organization really is. Despite their collective
title, many of the nations involved quite clearly were aligned to one
power bloc or another. The People’s Republic of China was invited



to the Bandung Conference despite being a Communist country
explicitly allied to the Soviet Union. Six years later, when Cuba
became one of the founder members of the movement, it was just
six months away from allowing the USSR to build nuclear missile
bases on its territory. Cyprus, another founder member, provided
military bases for Britain, and Saudi Arabia and Pakistan had strong
links to the USA. Several countries in francophone Africa, like
Senegal and Gabon, deliberately maintained military links to
France. Many of the supposedly non-aligned states have entered into
military pacts with the great powers, and many of them still
maintain such pacts to this day. All this is explicitly against the
principles of the movement, as laid out in its own documents.18

Furthermore, the movement itself has much more often adopted
anti-American positions than it has anti-Soviet ones. During the
1970s in particular, it tended to side with the Soviet Union on most
issues, and blamed the Western powers, and especially the United
States, for its economic imperialism, for atrocities in Vietnam and
for political and military meddling in Latin America. Leading the
charge was Cuba, which had close ties with the USSR, whose stance
was shared by increasing numbers of non-aligned nations, many of
whom were themselves turning towards Marxist ideas.19

In the end, ‘non-alignment’ turned out to be just as much of an
illusion as ‘neutrality’. In a world where almost every action was
claimed or rejected by one side or the other, it was virtually
impossible to steer a middle course. Perhaps the only nation to come
close was Burma, which went to the extreme of virtually cutting
itself o� from the rest of the world, adopting a near-paci�st stance
and even withdrawing temporarily from the Non-Aligned Movement
in 1979 because of its concerns about the growing biases within the
organization.20 But for any nation that wished to engage with the
rest of the world, there was really no choice but to pick sides. The
only guide for which side to pick, as Anthony Curwen demonstrated,
was to follow your conscience, whichever way it might lead you.



And yet, this is not the whole story. It is very tempting to portray
concepts such as ‘neutrality’ or ‘non-alignment’ purely as reactions
to the superpower blocs that had established themselves in the
aftermath of the war, but, of course, the situation was not nearly so
simple as that. There were all sorts of other, equally powerful forces
at work. Anthony Curwen did not become a Communist as a
reaction to the Cold War, but because of the very speci�c local
circumstances he found himself in. Other individuals from di�erent
backgrounds and in di�erent circumstances made exactly the
opposite choice, and sided with the Chinese nationalists. Likewise,
nations did not always look to the international environment when
adopting their foreign policies – often it was their own history and
their own domestic issues that proved most in�uential. The Swiss
determination to remain neutral after 1945, for example, had less to
do with the Cold War than it did with national pride. In the second
half of the twentieth century, neutrality became a de�ning
characteristic of Swiss identity, a marker of di�erence from its
neighbours. Paradoxically, it was this same sense of national pride
that led to the secret abandonment of Swiss neutrality, as the
country’s elite fell into the old trap of believing they were far more
important to European and world a�airs than they really were.21

Similar forces were at work in the Non-Aligned Movement. As
Jamaica’s prime minister Michael Manley pointed out in 1979, ‘the
Non-Aligned Movement did not begin simply because there were
blocs’: there were other reasons that seemed far more pressing than
the Cold War.22 In the early days, the movement’s main focus was
not the USA or the USSR at all, but western European colonialism.
‘The ideological con�ict is not, I repeat, not the main problem of our
time,’ claimed Sukarno at the Belgrade conference. ‘In every single
case, the cause, the root of international tension, is imperialism and
colonialism and the forcible division of nations.’23 The movement’s
�rst priority therefore, particularly for the Asian and African nations
that made up most of its members, was the struggle for
independence from the old empires of Britain, France, Belgium,



Portugal and the Netherlands. The Cold War was only really
considered important because it stood in the way of this struggle.

What gave the Non-Aligned Movement its vast energy was the
sense of historical injustice endured by Asians, Africans and
eventually also Latin Americans, at the hands of white,
predominantly European settlers. All the strongest myths of the
immediate postwar period were here employed in abundance. The
people of Africa and Asia were portrayed as history’s victims, but
also the heroes of national liberation, who were now rising from the
ashes of Europe’s crumbling empires. The war, which had destroyed
the old world, had also created the opportunity, as Sukarno put it,
‘to build the world anew’.24

Beneath all the rhetoric about freedom, justice and world peace
was the same force that motivated the USA, the Soviet Union and
most other parts of the world: nationalism. It was nationalism that
had driven all of the movement’s independence struggles, and it was
nationalism that inspired them to work together to gain a greater
voice in the world’s a�airs. ‘In its essence,’ Tunisia’s �rst president,
Habib Bourguiba, told the Belgrade conference in 1961, ‘nationalism
has been for all of us former colonized peoples a �ght for man’s
dignity in all its aspects.’25 Thus the very force that had been so
discredited by the Second World War was given new life in the
war’s aftermath by the emerging nations of the world.

If ever there was a challenge to the hopes and dreams of world
federalists to create a single, world system, it was here. Just as the
impetus to unite was brought to a rude halt by the Cold War, so the
inequalities and injustices inherent in the world system gave a new
impetus to those who wanted to break away.

It is these forces of liberation, of nationalism and of fragmentation
– unleashed by the Second World War and nurtured by the old
world’s tragic attempts to hang on to their dying colonial power –
that I shall turn to next.



PART V

Two Hundred Nations



16. The Birth of an Asian Nation

What is a nation? Is it de�ned by the land that a people chooses to
call its home? Is it a matter of race, or ethnicity, or genetics? Or is a
nation characterized by other, more intangible characteristics – a
shared language or religion, or a common cultural heritage? Can a
nation de�ne itself by its political beliefs and, if so, does it have the
right to impose such beliefs, directly or indirectly, upon its
members?

In the wake of the Second World War, dozens of new nations
declared themselves, and then immediately began grappling with
such questions. Almost without exception, they rapidly discovered
that there is no working de�nition of a nation. A nation is an
‘imagined community’, that’s all – and it changes depending on who
is doing the imagining. It is often de�ned as much by who is not
part of the nation as by who is; but enemies can change, as can
political beliefs, religious beliefs and all other cultural reference
points. Borders between countries can also change: when the
demarcation line between one nation and the next is determined
merely by a line on a map, how can we truly say who is ‘us’ and
who is ‘them’?

One of the �rst new nations to confront this challenge in 1945
was Indonesia, and the process it went through demonstrates the
agony of coming face to face with a blank slate. The people who
declared their independence in August that year had the freedom to
de�ne themselves in any way they wished, but struggled to �nd
anything that united them. The territory they claimed was spread
out across 19,000 di�erent islands, some of them no more than sand
spits and atolls, others large and densely populated. The people they



represented belonged to more than 200 distinct cultural and ethnic
groups. They spoke more than thirty di�erent languages and
dialects, had di�erent customs, di�erent religions, and vastly
di�ering relationships with modernity. Hindu peasants in Bali had
virtually nothing in common with Muslim oil workers in Aceh or
Christian plantation workers in Ambon. The urban elite of Jakarta
was a world away from the Dayak hunter-gatherers in Kalimantan.
Virtually the only link between these people was that they had all
been conquered by the Dutch, some of them only very recently. But
beyond their common hatred for colonialism, there was no
particular reason why they should bond together as a single nation.1

And yet bond together they did. The process by which they did so
tells us a great deal about what being a new nation meant in the
wake of the Second World War, but also about the perils and pitfalls
of ‘freedom’ itself.

Before the Second World War, Indonesia was ruled by the Dutch and
went by the name of the ‘Netherlands East Indies’. However, during
the 1920s and 30s, a small, committed nationalist movement had
grown up in the country, particularly on the island of Java. One of
its activists was a young teacher and journalist named Trimurti, who
joined the Indonesian National Party in 1933. By the beginning of
the war she had been in trouble with the Dutch authorities many
times. After instructing her elementary class, in her words, ‘to refuse
to be ruled by another country’, she had been banned from teaching.
Later, she had spent nine months in prison for distributing
subversive lea�ets. By the time the Japanese attacked in 1942 she
was in prison again, this time for publishing an article written by
her husband, a fellow nationalist named Sayuti Melik, which
claimed that the Dutch and the Japanese were just as bad as each
other. ‘The Netherlands and Japan are like the tiger and the
crocodile,’ the article said. ‘Both are dangerous. Indonesians would
be better o� empowering themselves, to prepare for their own
independence.’2



When the Japanese army swept across Java many of Trimurti’s
countrymen celebrated, believing that they were at last being
liberated. Trimurti herself was released from prison shortly after
their arrival. But in her heart she knew that neither she nor her
country was really free: all that had happened was the replacement
of one empire with another. Her suspicions were con�rmed in
August that year, when she was arrested yet again, this time by the
Kempeitai.

She immediately discovered that the Dutch and the Japanese were
not so similar after all. Under the Dutch, she remembered, ‘It wasn’t
too bad. We knew what to expect, we served our time and were
released when it was due. While in prison we were required to
work. That was it. Japanese prison was nothing like that.’3

This time, her interrogators showed no mercy. They beat her
repeatedly until she lay half-paralysed on the �oor, and then led her
husband in to see what had been done to her. It turned out they
were not really interested in her at all – they merely wanted to force
a confession out of her husband, who was accused of setting up an
anti-Japanese resistance cell. He took one look at her on the �oor
and signed the confession. ‘It was the �rst time I saw my husband
shed tears.’4





S. K. Trimurti a few years after the war.

What followed was a time of enormous physical and emotional
hardship. Trimurti’s husband was sent to prison for the remainder of
the war; she, meanwhile, was put under house arrest in Semarang.
Unable to work, she fed herself and her children by selling o� all
her possessions one by one until she had virtually nothing left.

She was �nally rescued in 1943 by Sukarno, one of Indonesia’s
most important political leaders, who had known Trimurti since her
early activist days. The Japanese had allowed Sukarno to set up a
heavily regulated nationalist administration – not because they
particularly supported Indonesian independence, but because they
hoped to use it as their puppet. Hearing of Trimurti’s predicament,
Sukarno had speci�cally requested that she come and work for him
in Jakarta.

Over the next two years Trimurti saw her country transformed.
‘Almost every day I saw newly conscripted slave labourers in
Jakarta dead at the roadside, or in a state of near-death lying in the
side-streets,’ she later remembered. For the �rst time, she felt
powerless to do anything about it. ‘I could not publicize these
incidents in a newspaper. At that time there were no independent
newspapers capable of describing what was actually going on in the
country. All the newspapers were owned by the Japanese, and
strictly controlled.’5 The only thing she could do was to be patient,
and wait to see how the war progressed.

Change did eventually come. In 1944, with the tide �nally turning
against Japan, the military government began to make some
concessions. Indonesians were allowed to display their national �ag
once more, and to sing the national anthem, ‘Indonesia Raya’. In
1945, Trimurti was invited to a conference to discuss how best to
prepare for independence. The Japanese even started releasing some
of their political prisoners, including Trimurti’s husband. Then, in
August, news �ltered through that some kind of miracle bomb had
exploded over Japan. A week or so later, Japan announced its



unconditional surrender to the Allies. All of a sudden the war was
over.

From this point, events began to move fast. Rather than wait to be
granted independence, some of the more radical nationalists
thought that it would send out a more positive message if they
seized it for themselves. Sukarno and the other main political
leader, Muhammad Hatta, were quite reluctant to do this, fearing
that it might provoke the Japanese, but after some very heated
arguments with the youth wing of their movement they �nally
agreed. So Trimurti’s husband typed out a short declaration. And
Trimurti herself headed o� with another group to help seize control
of the Japanese radio station.

On 17 August 1945, two days after the Japanese surrender, the
declaration of independence was read out by Sukarno. The short
statement was not poetic or �amboyant in any way – it merely
stated the facts: colonialism had come to an end, and the Indonesian
nation had been born.

Today, S. K. Trimurti is remembered as one of the handful of
people who personally witnessed the moment when the declaration
was signed. It was a moment of triumph that linked her to the entire
nation: after all the many years of arrests, imprisonment and
subjugation by foreign powers, she and her countrymen had at last
reached out and grasped their freedom.

Merdeka!

Trimurti’s story is an inspiring tale of triumph against the odds,
and it is tempting to applaud it as an example of peaceful protest
winning out over oppression and violence. Unfortunately, the story
does not end there. Indonesia in the wake of the war was a country
gripped by chaos. Many of the colonial power structures built up by
the Dutch over the preceding century had been swept away by the
Japanese during the war. Now the Japanese were themselves being
swept away, and Sukarno’s �edgling national government, while



enjoying massive popular support in principle, did not yet have any
real power in practice. It would take time to set up a national police
force, a national judiciary and a national army – let alone a proper
democratic structure that everyone could be happy with. In the
meantime there was no one capable of imposing control upon a
people who had been made wildly excited by the idea of freedom,
and highly volatile by the idea of revenge.

For a while, therefore, the whole nation was plunged into anarchy
as all kinds of local militias, warlords, revolutionary youth groups
and gangs of criminals stepped into the power vacuum. The one
thing that united all these groups was a fear that the Dutch were
planning to return and reclaim their colony – but beyond that they
had very little in common. Along the north coast of Java, for
example, in the area known as the ‘Three Regions’, gangs of ru�ans
called ‘Fighting Cocks’ teamed up with local Communists to institute
a wholesale purge of the local power structures. Local o�cials and
village heads were publicly humiliated in front of their
communities, and Eurasians and other people suspected of being
pro-Dutch were murdered. In central and eastern Java, by contrast,
it was Muslim militias who led the way, �ghting battles against
leftists in the name of their traditional religious values. Along the
coasts of Sumatra and Kalimantan there were savage attacks on the
Malay sultans who had held sway under both the Dutch and the
Japanese. The lords of Aceh were likewise all executed or deposed
by left-wing groups. Chinese merchants throughout the archipelago
were attacked because they had been collaborators, because they
had ‘exploited’ the people, or merely because they were Chinese: in
one area near Jakarta so many Chinese corpses were thrown down
wells that local people had trouble getting hold of any fresh water.
Meanwhile, Europeans who had been interred in hellish prison
camps since 1942 were advised not to venture out to freedom even
though the war was supposedly over. Given the vengeful
atmosphere outside, it was safer to stay under Japanese guard.6

Trimurti witnessed this chaotic atmosphere at �rst hand. In
October 1945 she was sent to Semarang to help spread the news of



merdeka – ‘freedom’, in Indonesian – and found herself immersed in
a battle between Indonesian revolutionary youth groups and
Japanese soldiers. Shortly afterwards, she and her husband were
sent to Tegal during the Three Regions Revolt, where her husband
was captured and almost killed by Communist rebels. When she
headed o� to Yogyakarta to ask Sukarno for reinforcements, she too
was arrested as a ‘Dutch spy’. She only escaped with her life because
she happened to know the rebel leader, who told his men to let her
go. This was a long way from the happy ending that she and her
fellow nationalists had struggled so hard for.

Such was the situation that greeted the Allies when they �nally
arrived on the islands in September and October 1945. The British,
who were experienced in policing colonial unrest, knew that their
�rst job would be to re-establish order, but they always expected
this to be relatively straightforward. They had been assured by the
Dutch that they would be welcomed by most people as liberators,
and that after a short and orderly transfer of power they would be
able to retire gracefully and concentrate their attentions on their
own colonies in the region.7

The Dutch assumed that they would be able to re-establish their
colonial rule over the country without too much trouble, but what
they failed to appreciate was how much Indonesia had changed over
the past four years. To say that the Second World War had
transformed the country would be an understatement. Indonesia
might not have seen any of the major battles of the war, but it had
experienced a brutal occupation that had left the population bitter
and angry. Hundreds of thousands of civilians had been conscripted
by the Japanese as forced labourers. Tens of thousands of women
had been sexually assaulted by Japanese soldiers. Hunger had struck
everywhere: in Java alone, some 2.4 million people are thought to
have died of starvation during the war years, and perhaps a further
million had starved on the other islands, largely as a consequence of
Japanese colonial policies. Having experienced the very depths of



exploitation, Indonesians were no longer prepared to be anyone’s
vassal nation.8

The war had changed them in other ways too. After two years of
Sukarno and Hatta, Indonesians had got used to the idea of
governing themselves: the wartime administration may have been a
Japanese puppet, but it was still more than anything the Dutch had
ever given them. Alongside their �edgling government, they also
had a �edgling army. The Japanese had trained up more than
35,000 Indonesian troops and 900 o�cers as ‘Homeland Defenders’.
‘If it weren’t for Japanese training, not one of our soldiers would be
soldiers,’ remembered one Indonesian nationalist years later. ‘That
was how Japan helped us, they were really cruel but they were the
ones who trained the soldiers.’9

After years of propaganda about ‘Asia for the Asians’, Indonesians
were no longer inclined to pay lip service to the myth of European
superiority. They had demonstrated that they no longer wanted the
Dutch, and believed themselves fully capable of running their own
a�airs. If the Dutch thought they could simply walk into the country
and take back control unopposed, they had another thing coming.

The �rst major sign that life would not be returning to normal any
time soon occurred in Surabaya. On 13 September 1945 a small
group of Allied o�cers had landed in the city to begin negotiations
with the Japanese. A few days later, some Dutch and Eurasian men
celebrated their arrival by raising the Dutch �ag outside the hotel
where they were staying. Incensed, a group of schoolboys and local
toughs gathered, and one of them climbed up and tore the blue
stripe o� the Dutch �ag, so that it looked instead like the red and
white Indonesian nationalist banner. A huge brawl broke out that
had to be broken up by Japanese soldiers, but not before one
Dutchman sustained fatal injuries.10

In the following days, tensions escalated throughout the city.
Crowds of freedom �ghters, local gangsters and idealistic students
took to the streets, attacking Chinese shopkeepers, Europeans,
Eurasians and anyone suspected of being pro-Dutch. Several



thousand Europeans and Eurasians were rounded up and taken to
Kalisosok prison. Meanwhile, confrontations with Japanese soldiers
also began to escalate. The Kempeitai headquarters was besieged
and Japanese stores were looted for their weapons and supplies. All
of a sudden, Indonesian �ghters found themselves in possession of
an arsenal.11

By the time the British arrived in numbers, on 25 October, a rag-
tag army of Indonesian youths and former Home Guard members
had formed that was well armed and fully prepared to defend the
city against a return of the Dutch. ‘We who revolt,’ announced
Sutomo, one of their leaders, ‘would rather see Indonesia drowned
in blood and sunk to the bottom of the sea than colonized once
more!’ A rumour began to spread that the British forces, who were
mostly Indians and Nepalese Gurkhas, were actually Dutchmen with
blacked-up faces.12

The British, who had been expecting a routine peace-keeping
operation, struggled to calm things down. Skirmishes broke out all
over town, culminating in a massive attack by local �ghters on
British positions. Hundreds of Indian soldiers were killed by the
Indonesians, and hundreds more taken prisoner. In desperation, the
British asked Sukarno and Muhammad Hatta to come to the city and
broker a cease�re. They did so, but it was not long before �ghting
broke out again. Passions had become too in�amed to contain.

When the British commander himself, Brigadier Mallaby, was
killed while trying to calm down a mob, the British �nally lost their
cool. For three weeks in November they attacked Surabaya with a
massive bombing and shelling campaign. British soldiers fought
from house to house, and as terri�ed civilians �ed into the
countryside, British planes strafed them. The city was at last
paci�ed, but in the process large parts of it had been reduced to
rubble and ashes. Estimates of the dead vary from about 2,500 to
15,000, a high proportion of them innocent civilians. As much as 90
per cent of the population �ed.13

The whole episode was an appalling waste of life from start to
�nish. The Indonesian �ghters never stood a chance against the full



might of the Allies, and yet they refused to give in until they had
been driven out of the city’s environs. Their slogan Merdeka atau
mati – ‘Freedom or death’ – seemed to be something they took quite
literally: there are numerous accounts of young �ghters throwing
themselves at British tanks in doomed suicide attacks. And yet, for
all the senseless waste of life that this involved, the Indonesians had
at least shown the world that they would not give up their
independence without a �ght. The Battle of Surabaya was a symbol
that merdeka was a cause worth �ghting for. Today the battle is still
commemorated on 10 November each year, which in Indonesia is
known as ‘Heroes Day’.14

Similar scenes occurred throughout the country in the following
months and years. In Jakarta, while the Allies were trying to set up
a new civil administration, nightly battles broke out between pro-
Dutch vigilantes and Indonesian nationalists. In Sumatra, Bali and
Sulawesi thousands of young men and women took to the forests
armed only with spears, knives and the hand weapons they had
taken from the Japanese. When ordered to surrender the city of
Bandung in 1946, nationalist militias set �re to it instead. In the
Karo highlands above Medan in Sumatra they followed suit, burning
down �fty-three villages and turning the region into a ‘sea of �re’.15

The years that followed were an exercise in futility. The British
pulled out of Indonesia not much more than a year after they had
arrived, bloodied, tired and disillusioned by the whole a�air. The
Dutch administration they left behind them was determined to
regain control of their colony by any means necessary. In 1946 they
sent death squads into Sulawesi to wage a brutal counterinsurgency
campaign, but despite an estimated 6,000 people being executed,
the republicans refused to be paci�ed. Between 1947 and 1949 the
Dutch launched a series of ‘police actions’, ostensibly in the name of
restoring order, but also to re-establish their own hold on power.
They succeeded in conquering large regions of Java and Sumatra,
but only at the expense of driving vast numbers of people away.
These events were just as devastating as anything that happened
during the Second World War: between 45,000 and 100,000



Indonesian �ghters were killed and at least 25,000 civilians were
caught in the cross�re. In Sumatra and Java alone, more than 7
million people were displaced.16

By 1949 it was becoming clear even to the Dutch that such
wastefulness was unsustainable. No matter how much they fought,
they could not defeat a movement that both refused to be cowed
and was supported by a large proportion of the population. Nor
could they a�ord to ignore world opinion. Australia had long been
vocal about Indonesian independence, followed by India and other
nations; but it was the intervention of the USA that �nally defeated
Dutch ambitions. When America threatened to withdraw Marshall
Aid from the Netherlands, the Dutch �nally decided to cut their
losses and leave. In December that year, more than four years after
it had �rst declared independence, Indonesia was a free and
sovereign nation.17

The End of Empire

Unfortunately, Indonesia was not the only Asian nation that had to
�ght for its independence after 1945, and the Dutch were not the
only Western power to block their ears to the cries of ‘merdeka!’ In
the wake of the Second World War, similar events took place all
over the continent. The age of European colonialism, which had
de�ned Asia for the past two hundred years, was at last coming to
an end.

The country whose experience was closest to Indonesia’s was the
French colony of Indochina, comprising Vietnam, Cambodia and
Laos. Like the Dutch East Indies, French Indochina had been
invaded by Japan near the beginning of the Second World War.
Both countries had had their European overlords interned. And both
countries had been granted a measure of independence in the dying
days of the war. The Japanese had set up puppet administrations in
Vietnam (under the emperor Bao Dai), in Cambodia (under King
Norodom Sihanouk) and in Laos (under the Lao Issarak, or ‘Free



Lao’ movement). In each case these puppets had been encouraged to
sever all ties to France and had been promised full independence at
some point in the future.18

Of the three nations in Indochina, Vietnam embraced the idea of
independence most passionately. During the war a resistance
movement had formed called the Viet Minh (Vietnamese
Independence League), whose leader was the Communist nationalist
Ho Chi Minh. Two weeks after Sukarno had declared the
independence of Indonesia, Ho appeared before a crowd of 300,000
people in Hanoi to do the same for Vietnam. In an eloquent speech,
which quoted from both the US Declaration of Independence and
the French Declaration of the Rights of Man, he announced that ‘the
entire Vietnamese people’ were prepared ‘to sacri�ce their lives and
property in order to safeguard their independence and liberty’.19

Much like the Dutch in Indonesia, the French were not prepared
to relinquish their colony without a �ght. Their return to Vietnam
followed much the same pattern. Once again, it was the British who
led the way, this time by �ghting a bloody battle against the Viet
Minh in Saigon. Once again, the British pulled out as soon as the
French had re-established themselves in the country. A series of
negotiations and truces were made and broken, culminating in all-
out war between the colonizers and the colonized. As with the
Dutch in Indonesia, the French possessed superior �repower,
superior organization and superior training, but they were still
unable to match a mobile army of guerrillas who had a signi�cant
proportion of the population backing them. By the time the French
�nally gave up the �ght in 1954, some 90,000 colonial French
troops and perhaps as many as 200,000 Vietnamese had been
killed.20

The legacy of this colonial war was poisonous. It left the country
split in half, with the Viet Minh in the north, and a series of
authoritarian governments in the south. These two sides would
remain at war for the next twenty years. Worse still, their con�ict
would drag in the superpowers. The one major di�erence between
Indonesia and Vietnam was that the independence movement in



Vietnam was made up of self-proclaimed Communists. Since the
USA had vowed to contain the spread of communism by any means
necessary, it took up the �ght more or less where the French left o�.
But its e�orts were not much more successful. The American war in
Vietnam would end up being one of the greatest disasters in the
history of either nation: by 1975 it had cost more than 58,000
American lives and around 1.3 million Vietnamese ones. If this was
the price of ‘freedom’, it was indeed a high and very bloody one.21

The other parts of French Indochina fared slightly better, but not
for long. Cambodia and Laos were granted independence in 1953,
but both countries would be greatly a�ected by the civil war in
neighbouring Vietnam, which often spilled into their own
territories. Both would soon �nd themselves embroiled in civil wars
of their own, and by 1975 both states had fallen to communism. In
Cambodia this would have tragic results: in the 1970s the Khmer
Rouge under Pol Pot would begin a reign of terror in which ethnic
enemies as well as class enemies were systematically slaughtered
and starved to death. Nobody knows how many people they killed,
but estimates range from 1.6 million to 2 million.22

It is impossible to say whether these things would have happened
if the French had decided not to try to clutch hold of their dying
empire. In all likelihood, some kind of violence and chaos was
inevitable, given the atmosphere of ideological fervour that had
been unleashed by the war. But the French did not do themselves
any favours on the international stage: it was hard to portray
themselves as the guardians of liberty, equality and fraternity while
simultaneously �outing the UN charter and denying the people of
Indochina the right of self-determination.

Unlike the French and the Dutch, the British never fell into the trap
of trying to hold on to their Asian colonies. For all their faults, they
at least seemed to understand that the world, and Asia, had
changed. Britain had changed too. It was no longer the power it had
once been, and was forced to rely on �nancial help from the



Americans, who made a point of insisting that the British let go of
their empire.

Over the coming years, Britain divested itself of its Asian colonies
one by one. The �rst to go was the jewel in the British imperial
crown, India, which became independent in 1947. It is worth noting
that one of the reasons the British were so keen to extricate
themselves from the chaos in Indonesia was that so many of the
troops under their command were Indian. Expecting Indian soldiers
to subdue an independence movement when they themselves were
undergoing the same process at home seemed to be asking for
trouble. As it was, some 600 Indian soldiers deserted after the Battle
of Surabaya alone: many took Indonesian wives and stayed on in the
city for the rest of their lives.23

Burma and Ceylon followed on shortly afterwards, gaining
independence in 1948. Malaya did not become independent until
1957, but only because the British were intent on quelling an
uprising by Communist Chinese rebels �rst; however, they made it
quite clear, early on, that they would hand over complete political
control just as soon as the Communists had been defeated. In 1963
North Borneo and Sarawak also became independent of Britain, and
joined Malaya to become the new state of Malaysia; as did
Singapore, before breaking away to form its own state in 1965.
Brunei, a British protectorate, became fully independent in 1967.
For the next thirty years the only colony Britain retained in Asia was
Hong Kong, which was eventually handed over to China in 1997.

None of these colonies was made to su�er a prolonged struggle
for independence. However, this did not mean that they escaped
violence. Much of the same political, ethnic and religious chaos that
overtook Indonesia also occurred in Britain’s colonies. Hong Kong
and Singapore saw the lynching of Japanese collaborators in the
immediate wake of the war. Waves of revenge swept over Malaya,
followed not only by the Communist uprising that became known as
the ‘Malayan Emergency’ but also by the persecution of the
country’s Chinese minority. Ceylon, modern-day Sri Lanka, su�ered
a series of riots and general strikes in the run-up to independence,



and mounting tension between its Sinhalese people and its Tamil
minority afterwards. Burma faced a Communist insurrection just
two months after achieving its freedom, and ten months after that
another insurrection by the Karen people in the south and south-
west of the country, who wanted an independent state of their own.
The forces unleashed by the idea of independence were often
di�cult to contain: everyone agreed on the principle of self-
determination, but where did it stop?24

It was India that saw the greatest bloodshed of all. Here, it was
religious violence that �nally tipped the country into chaos.
Irreconcilable di�erences between Hindus and Muslims during and
after the war had led the British to consider a partition between the
two communities: on independence, the nation would be split into
three – a predominantly Hindu state to the south, and a
predominantly Muslim state, in two parts, to the north-west and
north-east. But during the partition process public order broke down
completely. Muslims �ed India for the newly created East and West
Pakistan (now Pakistan and Bangladesh); Hindus and Sikhs �ed in
the opposite direction. There were wholesale massacres on both
sides. In total, some 15 million people were displaced, and between
200,000 and 2 million people killed – though no one can be sure of
the exact numbers because even these are hotly disputed. Families
were torn apart and almost 100,000 women were kidnapped and
either raped or forced into religious conversion followed by
marriage to their abductors. The legacy of bitterness and hatred
generated by this humanitarian catastrophe has poisoned relations
between India and Pakistan ever since.25

The last European colonies in Asia were those of Portugal. It is
perhaps no coincidence that the one colonial power that had not
been directly involved in the Second World War should be the one
that held on to its Asian colonies the longest. East Timor did not
declare independence from Portugal until 1975 and Macau was not
handed over to China until the end of the century. But even
Portuguese colonies did not escape the violence associated with
independence. East Timor was independent for only a matter of days



before it was invaded by neighbouring Indonesia, and a savage
occupation began. The country had to su�er a further twenty-four
years of violence and atrocity before �nally winning lasting
independence.

The New Order

The Second World War did not directly cause most of these events,
and yet none of them would have happened without it. It was the
war that had weakened the European powers to a point where they
could no longer dominate their colonies. It was the war that had
also created the right environment for Asian nationalist movements
to expand and �ourish. And it was the war that armed them, and
propelled them into positions of power.

But perhaps the greatest changes brought about by the war were
psychological. A whole generation had been introduced to the
experience of violence, as well as the idea that radical change could
be produced by violent means. The hardships produced by the war –
occupation, martial law, in�ation, shortages, starvation – left many
people feeling that they had nothing left to lose; but the atmosphere
of optimism that came with the war’s end generated a conviction
that, after all the hardship, something new and good must be about
to happen.

Underpinning all these hopes and desperations was a belief in the
concept of ‘freedom’. This had been the watchword throughout the
war, and was now the rallying cry of every politician and resistance
�ghter in Asia. According to former revolutionaries in Sumatra,
merdeka was the one word on everyone’s lips, ‘but what this merdeka
actually was we didn’t know yet, we didn’t understand
independence’. All they did know was that ‘whatever was
independent was not colonized’.26



Chittaprosad’s 1950 drawing sums up an attitude common in Asia in the wake of the
Second World War.

Unfortunately, di�erent groups had di�erent de�nitions of
‘freedom’. To religious and ethnic minorities it meant freedom from
persecution, but to some of their neighbours it meant freedom from
foreigners and outsiders. To Communists like Ho Chi Minh it meant
liberation from imperialist and capitalist exploitation, while to the
imperialists and capitalists themselves it meant the freedom to re-
establish what they had had before the war and start making money
again.

In reality, none of these groups were talking about genuine
freedom in the existential sense. What they actually wanted was not
‘freedom’ but a realignment of power: from outsiders to national
groups; from capitalists to the common people; from ‘them’ to ‘us’.
In the process, the concept of true ‘freedom’ was lost. Or, worse, it
began to be associated with something quite terrifying: unrestricted
chaos. As the old imperialism broke down, and nothing seemed to



take its place but an atmosphere of violence and turmoil,
disillusioned people stopped talking about freedom and began to
crave a return to order.

What they did not necessarily appreciate was that this too would
come at a price.

The re-establishment of ‘order’ in Indonesia was twenty years in the
making. It began in earnest when Sukarno employed the newly
formed National Army of Indonesia to put down the Communist
insurrection at Madiun in 1948. In an impassioned radio broadcast,
he told the nation that they faced a stark choice: to follow the
Communists, ‘who will destroy the idea of Indonesian
independence’, or to follow Sukarno and Hatta, who would bring
‘freedom from all oppression’. The uprising was suppressed with
great loss of life – some 8,000 around Madiun alone – and tens of
thousands of arrests.27

As usual, Trimurti found herself caught up in the thick of the
action when she was arrested yet again. She was imprisoned as a
potential Communist, and for a time she believed she was marked
down for execution. The accusation was not true – she had never
been a Communist, and was at this point actually a member of the
more moderate Labour Party. Nevertheless, the stigma would follow
her around for the rest of her life.

The crushing of the Communists at Madiun was signi�cant for
several reasons. Firstly, it demonstrated beyond any doubt that
Sukarno and Hatta were not themselves Communists, and thus
calmed American fears about some of the socialist policies they
espoused. The support of the USA would be essential in the
diplomatic battle to force the Dutch to leave. Secondly, it
demonstrated the growing power of the Indonesian army, which by
now was the only institution capable of imposing any kind of order
in the country. And last, but not least, it set a template in
Indonesian a�airs: from now on, the army would be ruthless in
suppressing its enemies, particularly when those enemies happened
to be Communist.



Over the following years there would be plenty of other uprisings.
In 1951, the islands around Ambon tried to secede, as did the Aceh
region of northern Sumatra in the following years. A group of
dissident colonels tried to set up an alternative state in Sumatra, as
did another group of dissidents in Sulawesi. In West Java, radical
Muslims refused to accept the idea of Indonesia as a multifaith state,
and proclaimed an Islamic state called Darul Islam. They soon won
followers in other parts of Indonesia: throughout the 1950s and into
the 1960s, Darul Islam waged a terrorist struggle that caused the
deaths of more than 40,000 people and the displacement of
millions. The legacy of this movement has echoes that are still being
felt in Indonesia today.28

All of these uprisings were put down by the army, which
gradually increased its power. Throughout the 1950s army leaders
shamelessly promoted themselves as the ‘defenders of national
unity’, and made it clear to everyone that it was only because of
their intervention that there was any kind of law and order at all. In
1957 martial law was declared across the whole country, giving the
army the opportunity to act with virtual impunity. Local leaders
were dismissed for being corrupt – which, indeed, many of them
were – and replaced with army o�cers. Gradually, the army was
taking over.29

Sukarno tried to limit the power of the military by promoting the
only other force in the country capable of opposing them – the
Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI), who had a massive following
almost everywhere. But in the Cold War atmosphere of the 1950s
and 60s it was a dangerous game to play. In the �rst place, it
alienated the USA, who soon started giving support to right-wing
opponents of Sukarno: at the end of the 1950s the CIA were caught
red handed supplying weapons, training, and even aircraft to
various anti-government rebels.30 Secondly, it began to o�end the
army, who resented being played o� against an old enemy.

Matters came to a head in 1965, when the Communists kidnapped
several army generals and killed them at an air base near Jakarta.
The army reacted swiftly and brutally. Declaring the kidnappings an



attempted coup, they launched a massive nationwide crackdown on
Communists. The PKI chairman, D. N. Aidit, was arrested and
executed, as were most of the other Communist leaders. An
in�ammatory propaganda campaign was launched, in which
members of the Women’s Movement were accused of taking part in
a wild sexual orgy while the kidnapped generals were being
tortured and mutilated in front of them by their Communist
comrades.

Suddenly, spontaneous attacks on Communists began to break out
across the country. It was not only Communists who were attacked
but also their friends and families, and indeed anyone with
suspiciously left-wing views. The Women’s Movement was not,
strictly speaking, Communist at all – but because of the slanders
that had been made, its members became a particular target. Some
of these attacks developed into full-blown massacres. In East Java,
Communists were lined up by Islamist youth groups who cut their
throats and threw their bodies into the rivers. In Sumatra,
plantation workers who had agitated for better working conditions
were massacred by the thousand. In Bali, a state of civil war broke
out in which entire villages were butchered and then put to the
torch.

Orchestrating these events were the army generals, who stood
idly by while the massacres took place and who, in some cases, even
provided lists of names to local militias. When the killings began to
�ag, as in Java – or where they spun out of control, as in Bali –
army o�cials eventually took over and carried out the purge in a
more orderly fashion: Communists were rounded up and processed
at detention facilities before being bussed to the countryside, where
they could be executed and piled into mass graves.31

The massive purge that swept across Indonesia between 1965 and
1967 was probably the most traumatic event in Indonesia’s history.
It claimed the lives of at least half a million people. Hundreds of
thousands more were arrested: perhaps as many as a million and a
half over the next �fteen years. The Communist Party was banned.
Newspapers that criticized the military were closed down. Once the



army had complete control of the country, Sukarno was gradually
eased out of government. His place was taken by the leader of the
military purge, Suharto, who gradually consolidated his position
until his power was virtually absolute.32

For the next thirty years there would be little dissent in Indonesia.
Those isolated disturbances that did occur – in Aceh, for instance, or
in East Timor – were put down with brutal ferocity. Thus Suharto
achieved what twenty years of turmoil and argument had so far
failed to achieve: he united the nation. In fact, in some respects he
had de�ned what constituted a new nation in the postwar period: it
was not a common language, or a common purpose, or values or
ideals that made a united Indonesia – it was authority. Indonesia
was quite simply what the army said it was, because there was no
one left who was capable of arguing with them.

In some ways this was a relief. Now, at least, there would be some
sort of order in public a�airs; indeed, Suharto’s new regime even
called itself the ‘New Order’. The concept that had so inspired the
nation in 1945 – merdeka, or ‘freedom’ – had been quietly pushed to
one side.



17. The Birth of an African Nation

Many of the processes that took place in Asia in 1945 would be
repeated in Africa a few years later. Here, too, nationalists seized
opportunities that were thrown up by the Second World War, but
since Africa’s experience of the war was very di�erent from Asia’s
experience, so too were its pathways towards independence.

No single person’s story can possibly represent every facet of the
African experience in the aftermath of the Second World War. But
one story that contains many of the themes of nationalism that were
thrown up during these turbulent years was that of Waruhiu Itote, a
Kikuyu tribesman from the foothills of Mount Kenya.

Itote was the son of a farmer.1 He had a limited education, a fair
amount of personal ambition, but also a great sense of restlessness
which, before the war, he could not quite put a name to. As a young
man in 1939 he went to Nairobi to seek his fortune, but
immediately found obstacles being placed in his way. For example
he tried to open a small shop with some friends but found it almost
impossible to obtain a licence: the merchant class in the city was
predominantly Asian, and the ruling Europeans seemed to want to
keep it that way. There was a long list of other activities from which
he also found himself excluded. As a black African, he was not
allowed to enter any of Nairobi’s major hotels except as a servant.
At railway stations he was obliged to use di�erent lavatories from
those used by Asians and Europeans. There were even certain types
of beer he was not allowed to drink. Such prohibitions made him
angry and resentful, not only because they seemed so pointlessly
unjust but also because he had no idea how he could resist or
change them.



When the war came, the colonial government tried to get people
to join the army. They portrayed the Italians and Germans as ‘the
worst monsters on earth’ who were poised to invade Kenya. Itote
eventually joined up, but not so much to �ght these monsters as to
escape the boredom and di�culty of being unemployed. He enlisted
in the King’s African Ri�es in January 1942, shortly before his
twentieth birthday. After a period of training in neighbouring
Tanganyika he was sent across the ocean to Ceylon, and �nally to
�ght in the frontier lands between India and Burma.

During the course of his travels he came into contact with all
kinds of people he could never have met at home. His conversations
with them opened his eyes to a myriad political and personal
possibilities he had never considered before. For example in 1943 he
met a British soldier who pointed out that India and Burma were
part of the same British Empire that had subjugated his own
homeland – why was Itote so keen on �ghting to preserve the world
of his oppressors? He was embarrassed to admit that he had no
adequate answer to this question. While on leave in Calcutta he met
educated Indian civilians who told him of the deal that India had
struck for independence once the war was over. They asked him
what Kenyans had demanded in return for their loyalty, but once
again Itote was embarrassed, because as far as he knew Kenyans had
not demanded anything.2 He even met black American GIs for the
�rst time, who spoke eloquently about their longing for civil rights
in their own country. One of them, a man named Stephenson,
warned him that the British were unlikely to be grateful for Itote’s
contribution to the war e�ort. ‘[T]he whites who are �ghting now
will be heroes in their own countries forever and amen,’ he
predicted, ‘while you Africans will be heroes for a day and then
you’ll be forgotten. If you want to be heroes, why don’t you �ght for
your own countries?’3

But perhaps his greatest political lesson was learned during the
heat of battle. In the jungles of Burma, the white soldiers who
fought alongside him put boot polish on their faces in order to look
more like Itote: the Japanese snipers had a habit of picking out



anyone who stood out from the rest. All of his fellow soldiers –
black, white or Asian – were equally afraid of the Japanese, and
their fear produced a kind of camaraderie he had never experienced
before: ‘Among the shells and bullets there [was] no pride, no air of
superiority from our European comrades-in-arms. We drank the
same tea, used the same water and lavatories, and shared the same
jokes. There were no racial insults, no reference to “niggers”,
“baboons” and so on. The white heat of battle had blistered all that
away and left only our common humanity and our common fate,
either death or survival.’4

War, and its indiscriminate nature, seemed to have turned
everything that Itote had grown up with in Africa on its head.

When he returned to Kenya in 1945 it was di�cult to readjust to
civilian life, and it did not take long before his old resentments were
in�amed once more. He tried to start a charcoal business, but was
not allowed to sell charcoal in the most pro�table markets because
these were reserved for Asian businessmen. He got a job on the
railways, but had to accept lower pay than the Asians and
Europeans in equivalent positions, just because of his colour.

After all he had seen of the world, Itote was no longer prepared to
put up with such discrimination. So for the �rst time in his life he
joined a political group: he became a member of the Kenya African
Union (KAU), whose leader, Jomo Kenyatta, had spent much of the
previous twenty years campaigning for greater civil rights. Kenyatta
was a personal hero of Itote’s, and would remain so for the rest of
his life. But Itote quickly became disillusioned by the KAU in
general, which seemed to be dominated by cautious old men who
were too afraid to seize the opportunity for change. His frustration
was exacerbated by the realization that almost none of these elders,
with the exception of Kenyatta himself, had travelled or experienced
the war as he had. ‘When would they learn that the whole world
was not like Kenya,’ he lamented; ‘indeed that Kenya was one of the
last outposts of feudalism, racialism and minority privilege and
domination? When would they understand that things could be
changed and within our lifetime?’5



At about the same time he also joined the Transport and Allied
Workers’ Union – a militant trade union which campaigned not only
for workers’ rights but also for much more sweeping social and
political change. The TAWU was led by Fred Kubai, one of the
country’s greatest �rebrands, who was not afraid to use violent
means if they achieved his ends. Kubai famously claimed in 1950
that if the people united against the government, they could force
independence within just three years. Inspired by this new, radical
spirit, Itote took part enthusiastically in demonstrations and strikes,
even when the only reward seemed to be police brutality and
increased government crackdowns.

The third organization that Itote joined was perhaps the most
radical of them all: it was a gang of former soldiers called the Anake
a Forti – the Forty Group – so named because 1940 was the year
that most of them had joined the British army. In later life, Itote
emphasized the political nature of this group, which waged a
campaign of intimidation against those who were collaborating with
government programmes in the Kikuyu reserves. But its activities in
Nairobi were also straightforwardly criminal. Disillusioned war
veterans like Itote, who were often excluded from more legitimate
forms of employment or enterprise, had turned to theft and
extortion because it seemed like the only way to make a living. Itote
himself took to breaking into shops to steal �rearms and money, not
only for himself, but also to fund the group’s political activities. In
the murky Nairobi underworld, the lines between violence,
criminality and politics were becoming increasingly blurred.

As the end of the 1940s approached, the various groups that Itote
had joined all began to merge into a single movement. The militant
trade unions had begun taking over the KAU and ousting its former,
more moderate leadership. At the same time they had begun forging
links with Nairobi’s criminal underworld. Itote was himself one of
these links, and he relished his new-found sense of importance.

If there was one moment that cemented his devotion to the cause
of independence, it was probably the day in 1950 when he attended
a secret ceremony and took a formal oath to give his life as a



sacri�ce to the nation. Tens of thousands of Kikuyu tribesmen were
taking similar oaths all around the country. According to Itote, this
solemn oath gave all who took it a sense of the ‘sacred’, and made
them feel connected to something grand and ideological –
something that had been distinctly lacking for Africans like him
during the recent world war. ‘We were �ghting with the weapons of
Truth, Love and Justice,’ he wrote in later years, against ‘a veritable
arsenal of opponents, disguised as Christianity, Loyalty, Wealth and
Power’.6 The mythological monsters and heroes were at last stirring
into life.

In the summer of 1952, shortly before the state of emergency was
declared, Itote and some others went to visit their symbolic leader,
Jomo Kenyatta, at his farm in Gatundu. Kenyatta was aware that he
was about to be arrested, and warned the assembled group that they
too might be arrested in the coming days, or even killed. ‘Everything
in this world has to be paid for,’ Itote remembers him saying, ‘and
we must buy our freedom with our blood.’7

There is something beyond mere respect in Itote’s description of
his spiritual leader on that afternoon: Kenyatta’s predictions of his
own arrest, his instructions to his disciples to keep the faith and his
promise to stay with them even after death are reminiscent of the
Last Supper before Christ’s cruci�xion. Later, when the insurgency
broke out in earnest, African �ghters would sing Christian hymns in
which they substituted the name ‘Jomo’ for ‘Jesus’.8 For Itote,
however, it was nationalism rather than religion that most inspired
him. For him, Kenyatta and an independent Kenya were so
intertwined that he could not imagine one without the other.9
Receiving Kenyatta’s blessing was therefore the last ritual he needed
before moving on to the climactic stage in his struggle.

A few days later, Itote took to the forests of Mount Kenya. He
adopted the code name ‘General China’ and began training groups
of willing men in the ways of jungle warfare. At the same time other
Burma veterans and violent radicals, like Stanley Mathenge and
Dedan Kimathi, also took to the forests.



So began the insurgent movement that would come to be known
as the ‘Mau Mau’.

Heroes of the War, Heroes of the Revolution

The Mau Mau uprising in Kenya had its roots in a wide variety of
long-held resentments, many of them much more serious than the
petty racial discrimination that Waruhiu Itote experienced in
Nairobi. Most important amongst them was the displacement of
black Africans from the land by European settlers; but there was
also the introduction of controversial government taxes, restrictions
on movement, restrictions on employment, attempted bans on tribal
customs like polygamy and female circumcision – not to mention all
the internal struggles between tribes, and within tribes, that can
cause con�ict in any society.10

Much like in Indonesia, however, the root of all Kenyan
grievances lay in the sense of powerlessness felt by the ordinary
people of the country. No matter how hard they protested about
land rights, or employment rights, it was di�cult for black Africans
to be heard, because they had virtually no political representation of
any substance. In 1951, despite outnumbering the European
population of Kenya by more than 170 to one, only four out of the
thirty-seven members on the Legislative Council were African.
Unlike their European counterparts, none of these members had
been elected: they had been appointed from a list of approved
candidates who had been chosen precisely because they were
unlikely to cause too much trouble.11

As in Asia, African leaders had been campaigning to change this
unfair system for years, but the Second World War had brought a
new impetus to their claims. On a purely abstract level, concepts
like freedom, equality and human dignity had suddenly come
rushing to the fore: these were the concepts in whose name the war
was being fought, and which Kenyans could not help noticing were
in short supply in their own country. It cannot have surprised the



British when their African subjects redoubled their demands for the
right to choose their own government: this was a fundamental right
that the British themselves had endorsed when they drew up the
Atlantic Charter in 1941.

Fuelled by the experience of the war, a similar atmosphere of
idealism and discontent was growing all across the continent.
Between 1939 and 1945 more than 800,000 black Africans were
enlisted or conscripted into the Allied armies: half a million from
British colonies, perhaps a further 300,000 from French Africa.12

The return of these men caused problems for colonial governments
everywhere. In Tanganyika, for example, veterans were amongst the
most disgruntled sections of society – many of them had never
wanted to go to war in the �rst place, but had been arbitrarily
impressed into the British army by corrupt African o�cials with
quotas to �ll.13 In postwar Nigeria unemployed veterans took part in
a series of angry demonstrations against the colonial government: in
1950 they even started a full-scale revolt in the town of Umuahia.14

In the Gold Coast, in 1948, veterans demonstrated on the streets in
protest against the lack of o�cial recognition for the sacri�ces they
had made during the war. The violent police reaction, and the �ve
days of rioting that ensued, have been credited with kick-starting
the process of independence there.15

In francophone Africa, too, returning veterans often played a
leading role in starting protests against colonial power. In Belgian
Congo, for example, former Allied soldiers regularly expressed
bitterness at the irony that stood at the centre of their war – that
while they had fought to give the metropolitan power its freedom,
they themselves were still not truly free in their own lands.16 In
French Guinea, soldiers began a campaign for equal pay under the
banner ‘Equal sacri�ces = Equal rights’. Military veterans there
took the lead in postwar agitation against colonial institutions, as
well as in challenging the traditional powers of their own chiefs.17

Meanwhile in Côte d’Ivoire veterans campaigned to abolish forced
labour, and held frequent demonstrations for equality, some of



which turned violent. Throughout the country, Ivoirians were
calling for a new ‘Africa for the Africans’.18

It is important to stress that the vast majority of returning soldiers
did not swell the ranks of the revolutionaries and political
malcontents. In fact, there were whole regions, indeed whole
countries, where veterans played almost no role at all in gaining
independence – Botswana is a good example.19 But historians who
dismiss the veterans as marginal players in Africa’s various
independence struggles are missing the larger ideological point.
African soldiers had returned to their countries as heroes, and it is
not surprising that a mythological sense of that heroism was carried
forward into the independence movements that came afterwards. In
African communal memory, it does not matter whether the soldiers
actively fought for independence or not: what is important is that
they had become a symbol of a new-found sense of equality.20

This is certainly the way they were seen at the time by some of
their cultural and political leaders. As the Ugandan writer Robert
Kakembo claimed in 1946, the African soldier had ‘proved to
Europeans that he is not inferior’ – now, at last, he deserved to be
treated as such.21 The French West African senator Victor Biaka
Boda likewise pointed out that ‘an African dies like a white, and he
has the same rights; he is a citizen exactly like the other’.22 Indeed,
in the minds of some veterans, the war had raised Africans above
their former colonial masters. ‘Only the French know what we did
for them,’ remembered one Ivoirian veteran of the war many years
later. ‘We liberated them. What greater thing could you do for
them?’ In such circumstances it was no longer appropriate for
Africans to cower before Europeans.23

The Civilian Experience

The big di�erence between Asia and Africa during the Second World
War is that the vast majority of Africa was never invaded: African
civilians therefore experienced much more continuity during the



war than did their Asian counterparts. However, this does not mean
that Africans had it easy. The Second World War caused such
disruptions to the world economy that civilians everywhere were
forced to weather massive changes to their lives in a very short
space of time. This would have a huge e�ect all over Africa.

Once again, Kenya provides a good example of the sort of
upheavals that a�ected ordinary people’s lives. The economic
changes in this country were enormously disruptive. The wartime
boom brought huge pro�ts to businesses, to tribal chiefs and to
those who owned land, all of whom suddenly found they could sell
their goods and services at in�ated wartime prices. The poor, by
contrast, su�ered terribly. As prices rocketed, food became scarce,
and some regions of Kenya, particularly in the Central and Southern
Provinces, had to endure famine. Thousands were conscripted to
work on European farms and sisal plantations, often for starvation
wages. Thousands more migrated to the cities to see if they could
�nd work. Such people lived in a parallel society that quickly began
to lose its ties to the land, and had to feel its way instead towards
the new and much more uncertain world of wage labour. The war
therefore introduced Kenya, quite abruptly, to the same crisis of
modernity that had hit other parts of the world earlier in the
century.24

At the same time, new racial tensions began to develop in the
countryside, especially between the European landowners and the
African farmers who occupied their land – the ‘squatters’, as they
were known. These tensions also had an economic side to them.
Before 1939, most white settlers had been crippled by debt, and
were forced to rely on the labour of African squatters to work their
land. But the wartime boom, and the arrival of Lend-Lease farm
machinery from America, made them rich. As a consequence, many
white farmers no longer needed or wanted the squatters on their
land. When the annual squatter contracts came up for renewal in
1945 and 1946, they placed new limits on the amount of land that
their tenants were allowed to farm, and forced them to sell o� their
cattle. Those families who refused to accept the new rules, which



sometimes reduced their income by as much as three-quarters, were
evicted from the land and forcibly ‘repatriated’ to the Kikuyu
reserves. In this way more than 100,000 Kikuyu squatters were
uprooted from the lands they had occupied for decades, and which
many regarded as their own. These events caused such resentment,
and so swelled the ranks of the poor and dispossessed, that some
historians have interpreted the emergency that came a few years
later not as an independence struggle at all, but as a peasants’
revolt.25

Meanwhile, Kenya’s cities were also transformed by the war. The
population of Nairobi rose by more than half between 1939 and
1945, while Mombasa’s almost doubled from 55,000 to 100,000.26

Most of Nairobi’s new inhabitants were pressed together in grim
municipal housing estates and overcrowded, crime-infested shanty
towns in the east of the city. Here tens of thousands competed for
unskilled jobs with minimal wages. These were perfect recruiting
grounds for the city’s unions and many people, Waruhiu Itote
amongst them, joined up.27

As class consciousness grew amongst the disadvantaged and
dispossessed, a series of general strikes spread across the country.
They began in Mombasa in 1947 and soon a�ected Nairobi and
beyond. In Nairobi especially, the strikes quickly became a blend of
straightforward trade union demands and much broader calls for an
end to colonial rule. By 1950 these acts of de�ance had become a
template for the more radical action that would characterize the
coming insurgency. Thus the Mau Mau rebellion was, as well as a
nationalist uprising and a peasant revolt, a straightforward class
struggle.28

Civil war or nationalist uprising, racial con�ict or economic crisis,
peasant revolt or urban class struggle, or even crisis of modernity –
however one classes the tensions in Kenya, they have to be seen in
the light of the massive upheaval caused by the Second World War.
All of the ingredients of potential con�ict had existed before the
war, for sure, but it was the war that brought them all to a head.



And it was the failure to deal with these problems in the aftermath
of the war that led to the emergency just a few years later.

Although other countries in Africa did not descend into the same
kind of violence that was about to hit Kenya, they did share many of
the same travails. The exploitation of peasants and farmers, for
example, was something that had happened all over the continent
during the war. Governments everywhere had set up marketing
boards, introduced price controls and subsidized mechanization on
the larger farms – anything to keep costs down and production up.
Unfortunately, price controls meant that the vast majority of African
farmers were unable to take part in the wartime boom: it was only
the marketing boards and the foreign owners of large farms who
were able to enjoy the vast revenues from cash crops sold on the
international markets. To make things worse, many governments
had also introduced or expanded conscription in order to secure the
labour supplies. In Tanganyika, as in Kenya, tens of thousands of
peasants had been forced to work on sisal plantations in a condition
of virtual slavery.29 In Nigeria, 100,000 people were conscripted to
work in the tin mines.30 In French West Africa conscription was also
rife. Farmers throughout the region were forced to ful�l impossible
quotas at their own expense, and whole communities were subjected
to mass relocations against their will.31 As a consequence of
practices like this, which often continued after the war, rural protest
broke out all over Africa. In 1946 Sudanese tenant farmers on the
Gezira Scheme went on strike in protest at government exploitation.
Two years later farmers in the Gold Coast joined merchants and war
veterans in a boycott of European-owned businesses. There were
also varying levels of revolt by peasants in Tanganyika, Southern
Rhodesia, Mozambique and South Africa, to name just a few.32

The same was true of urban and industrial protests. It was not
only Kenya that saw massive general strikes by workers in the
postwar years – similar things happened in other parts of British
East Africa as well as in Egypt, Algeria and Morocco and throughout
French West Africa. In Senegal, military conscripts who had been
forced to work on the railways under conditions that even their



generals admitted were ‘a sort of state slavery’, came close to
mutiny in 1946.33 In South Africa, more than 75,000 miners and
steel workers came out on strike in 1946, only to have their protest
crushed by a heavy-handed police action that left several dead.34 In
the Nigerian mining town of Enugu, coal miners who struck in 1949
were similarly massacred by police.35 Varying degrees of violence on
both sides often accompanied industrial actions.

One Congolese man summed up African frustrations in an
impassioned letter which he sent to the US Army attaché in
Kinshasa towards the end of the war: ‘We are being treated like a
dog who has been on a hunt with his master and is not even given a
share of the spoils.’36 A similar sense of betrayal was being expressed
in vernacular newspapers and political speeches all across the
continent. The winds of change, which would sweep across all
Africa in the late 1950s and 60s, were already beginning to blow in
1945. Those who ignored them, or tried to stand in their way, did so
at their peril.

Emergency

The bloodshed that engulfed Kenya in the early 1950s produced
some of the most shocking images of the end of empire in Africa. It
began with a declaration of a state of emergency by the colonial
authorities in October 1952, and the arrest of Jomo Kenyatta and
�ve other prominent political leaders. In retaliation, Mau Mau
�ghters embarked on a spate of violent murders. The �rst European
to be killed was a reclusive rural storekeeper called Eric Bowker,
who was hacked to death as he lay in his bath just a few days after
the emergency had been declared. A month later a retired naval
o�cer named Ian Meiklejohn and his wife Dorothy were attacked as
they sat down for an after-dinner co�ee in their home near the edge
of the Aberdares forest; Dorothy survived, but her husband died of
multiple slash wounds soon after. The following January the whole
country was stunned by the murder of a young family on their



farmstead near Kinangop. The head of the family, a well-liked man
in his early thirties called Roger Ruck, had been lured out of his
house by his own farmhands, only to be hacked down with
machetes. Hearing his screams, his young wife Esme ran out and
was similarly cut down. Their attackers then entered the house to
loot it, and on �nding the couple’s six-year-old son, Michael, in his
bedroom upstairs slashed him to death too. Photographs of the boy’s
bloodstained room, with his toys scattered across the �oor,
appeared in newspapers both in Kenya and abroad.37

These events, along with thirty or so further attacks over the next
six months, sent shivers through the European community in Kenya,
who were deeply disturbed by the overtly racial motives that
underlay the murders. Unsurprisingly, their own racial fears were
quickly brought to the surface. They began to imagine the Mau Mau
not as an independence movement but as a kind of primitive cult
motivated by little more than a love of violence. Their clergymen
began to speak of a ‘vile, brutal wickedness of satanic power which
has been unleashed in this land’, and rumours spread that the Mau
Mau initiation ceremony involved the drinking of human blood.38

Many began to voice fears that the rebels would stop at nothing
until Christianity had been destroyed, and all Europeans had been
driven out of Kenya. In reaction, some of the settlers began to
demand not only the elimination of the ‘dark’ and ‘evil’ forces of
Mau Mau but also the wholesale extermination of the Kikuyu
people.39

No matter how terri�ed the European settlers became, however,
and no matter how much publicity the murder of Europeans
garnered, the settlers were never the true focus of Mau Mau terror.
The vast majority of the violence was directed not at Europeans at
all, but at loyalist Africans. During the course of the emergency only
thirty-two settlers were ever killed by the Mau Mau; this compares
to about 1,800 Africans who were murdered in equally brutal, if less
well-reported ways.40

The greatest atrocity of the war – the massacre at Lari –
demonstrates this perfectly. In a meticulously planned attack, Mau



Mau rebels lured the local Home Guard away from the area before
setting �re to the houses of loyalist African families and chopping
down women and children as they tried to escape through the
windows. When the Home Guard returned to �nd their communities
ablaze they took o� after the rebels in search of revenge. Local
people suspected of Mau Mau sympathies were dragged from their
homes, and before long a second massacre was taking place. By
dawn the total body count was at least 200, and possibly as many as
400. A handful of European police o�cers were implicated in the
second part of the massacre, but from start to �nish this was
predominantly an African a�air: at Lari, as in other parts of Kenya,
the uprising was as much a civil war as it ever was a war of
independence.41

In an e�ort to bring this chaotic, hate-�lled situation under
control, the British authorities resorted to drastic measures. A few
token e�orts were made to draw the European settlers into line and
stop them baying for blood. Some of the more racist and sadistic
members of the security forces were disciplined, particularly in the
British army. Large forces were sent to the edges of the forests in an
attempt to keep the Mau Mau rebels more e�ectively fenced in. But
the most e�ective measure adopted was the one that the British had
pioneered in South Africa more than �fty years earlier, and which
they had used most recently against the Communists in Greece and
the insurgents in Malaya: they cut the rebels o� from the people
that supported them. From 1954 they began rounding up Kikuyu
tribesmen and herding them into closely monitored military camps
and forti�ed villages. Over the next few years at least 150,000
Kikuyu spent time behind barbed wire, and perhaps as many as
320,000, in a network of camps that has been called, with some
justi�cation, ‘Britain’s gulag’. Brutal though this solution was, it
broke the rebellion. Through a network of informers and
collaborators they then hunted down the remaining rebels in their
forest hideouts. By the end of 1956 the uprising was e�ectively
over.42



Waruhiu Itote played an intimate part in all these events. During the
�rst year of the insurgency his followers grew from a rag-bag of
about thirty men to a force of 7,500 �ghters.43 By the middle of the
year he was able to run raids on several di�erent Home Guard posts
simultaneously. He burned down schools and church buildings in
Nyeri county, sabotaged road bridges to prevent people pursuing
him and began a murder campaign of loyalists throughout the
region. Occasionally – rarely – he attacked settlers’ farms and
businesses, usually in an attempt to steal guns and money. At the
end of April 1953, during one such raid on a sawmill in Chehe, his
men came across an Italian woman called Nerena Meloncelli, whom
they hacked to death along with her two children.44 Itote later
distanced himself from such attacks, insisting that he had always
‘absolutely rejected’ the indiscriminate killing of women and
children. Nevertheless, he also maintained that some sort of
violence had always been necessary: ‘our people could never win
their independence solely through peaceful means’.45

For all his determination to �ght, however, Itote was still a man
capable of compromise – some may even say betrayal. His capture
in January 1954 signalled the beginning of the end for the Mau
Mau. Though he never mentions it in his memoirs, Itote gave a great
deal of information to his captors during his interrogation – it was
through his testimony that the British �nally understood the sheer
scale of support the Mau Mau had enjoyed amongst the Kikuyu
population.46 At his subsequent trial he was sentenced to death for
consorting with terrorists, but this was later commuted to a prison
term when he agreed to try to broker a peace deal with his former
brothers-in-arms. The peace deal faltered, but Itote’s life was saved.
He would spend the next nine years in prison.

When he was �nally set free in 1962, Kenya was a di�erent place.
The insurgency was long over – it had e�ectively ended in 1956
with the death of the last forest leader, Dedan Kimathi. The country
was on the brink of independence, along with much of what was left
of Britain’s empire in Africa, and Jomo Kenyatta, Itote’s mentor and
idol, was well on his way to becoming the country’s �rst president.



On his homecoming to Nyeri, he was greeted by thousands in a
tumultuous reception as a Kikuyu hero. And yet there were many in
Kenya who disapproved of such a celebration, and for whom the
memory of Mau Mau was still a source of terror.

Itote would devote the rest of his life to a form of reconciliation.
In his memoirs, which were quickly recognized as a kind of ‘o�cial
version’ of the way the Mau Mau war had been fought, he
emphasized the fact that he had not been �ghting for Kikuyu rights,
but for ‘the common undercoat of blackness’ that united all Kenya’s
people.47 In 1964 he joined the National Youth Service – a
multiethnic institution devoted to turning out young people with
high ideals, strong moral values and a sense of patriotism. He spent
the next twenty years moulding Kikuyu, Luo, Kamba and Meru
youths into Kenyans. By the time of his death in 1993 he had
himself been transformed from a Kikuyu hero to a kind of national
treasure: a ‘true son of Kenya’, as he was described at his funeral,
‘whose high place in the pantheon of Kenya’s heroes is permanent
and irreplaceable’.48



Waruhiu Itote, otherwise known as General China, stands in the dock during his trial in
1954.

The Elusive Nature of ‘Freedom’

Just as Indonesian independence was part of a network of similar
movements in Asia, so too was Kenya representative of what
happened in the rest of Africa. In the decades after the Second
World War, colony after colony in Africa struggled for
independence. The �rst to achieve it, perhaps unsurprisingly, was
Libya, which had been an Italian colony before the war. Italy
renounced all claims to it in their peace treaty with the Allies, and
the country was granted its formal independence in 1951. Tunisia
and Morocco were next, gaining their independence from France in



1956. The following year the British colony of the Gold Coast
became independent Ghana. Most of the rest fell like dominoes:
during the late 1950s and 1960s, over thirty new nation-states were
created, and by the 1980s there was not a single European colony
left on the continent.

The majority of these countries gained their independence
relatively peacefully; but some, like Kenya, su�ered a much more
violent process. Algeria is a case in point. From the very beginning
it was clear that any transition towards independence in Algeria
would not be easy. On the day when the Second World War came to
an end in Europe, Muslim demonstrators at Sétif raised a nationalist
red, white and green �ag in the midst of the VE Day festivities.
What should have been a celebration rapidly turned into a massacre,
as demonstrators and police opened �re upon one another (it is still
not entirely clear who �red the �rst shots). Over the following days
around a hundred Europeans were murdered, some of them also
raped and mutilated, but in reprisal several thousand Muslims were
killed. It was a taste of things to come. Nine years later, while the
Mau Mau were terrorizing colonial Kenya, a savage civil war broke
out in Algeria that would go on to claim the lives of 700,000 people
and uproot millions more. Algerian demands for greater freedom,
equality and democracy had degenerated into a bloodbath: the
legacy of violence, extremism and political fragmentation was still
being felt at the end of the century.49

Similarly violent wars of independence occurred in most of those
African countries where there was a large population of European
settlers: not only in Kenya and Algeria but also in Rwanda and
Burundi, Angola and Mozambique and, much later, in Southern
Rhodesia. In each case, the European settlers claimed greater
privileges to the African population; and in each case, just as in
Kenya, a lethal cocktail of racial, ethnic, civil and political violence
ensued. The bloodshed in the Portuguese colonies of Angola and
Mozambique was particularly bad. After a long campaign of civil
disobedience in both countries, war �nally broke out in the 1960s
resulting in hundreds of thousands of deaths. Following



independence, around half a million Portuguese and other
Europeans �ed, leaving both countries in greater political and ethnic
turmoil than ever. Mozambique continued to be torn apart by civil
war until well into the 1990s. Angola did not �nd peace until the
beginning of the twenty-�rst century.50

Even those countries that achieved a relatively peaceful transition
to independence did not always escape violence afterwards. I
hesitate to portray Africa as a place de�ned by con�ict, because
such a portrayal does not do justice to the diversity of experience in
a continent that has, for decades, su�ered little but negative
reporting in the world’s media. Nevertheless, civil wars, ethnic
con�ict, military coups and economic disintegration became
widespread in Africa after independence. In the 1960s alone, there
were forty successful insurrections amongst Africa’s newly
independent nations.51 By the end of the century Africa had become
a continent of the displaced, home to the largest number of
international refugees in the world. It was also one of the least
democratic regions of the world: in 1990 there were twenty-�ve
military and nineteen civilian dictatorships in Africa. The dreams of
parliamentary democracy that had accompanied the demands for
freedom in 1945 were little but a distant memory.52

This is not the place to go into all the reasons for African
instabilities over the rest of the century, which are as diverse as the
continent itself. Su�ce it to say that the arbitrary borders drawn by
Europeans when they were carving up Africa in the nineteenth
century rarely suited the tribal and ethnic boundaries of the people
who lived there. Neither was the European notion of the nation-
state, bequeathed to Africans after they left, always an appropriate
way to organize such a diverse and multiethnic continent. European
elites made a poor job of preparing Africans for the task of taking
over their countries: the limits they imposed upon opportunities for
Africans actively prevented them from gaining the experience they
needed to govern skilfully. But not all of Africa’s problems can be
laid at Europe’s door: many of the African elites who took over after
independence turned out to be just as corrupt and exploitative as



the Europeans had been. As the Mau Mau veteran Mohamed Mathu
commented bitterly in the 1970s, it was hard to escape the feeling
that the people had fought and su�ered for their independence, ‘just
to have Africans step into the shoes of our former European
masters’. Kenya today remains a nation racked with political and
ethnic turmoil.53

The dreams of a brave new world – a world characterized by
equality and freedom and justice – turned out to be just as illusory
in Africa after independence as they were in the rest of the world in
1945. No African nation truly achieved independence – at least, not
in the way that their leaders had claimed they would. They might
have shaken o� direct European rule, but they were still dependent
on European trade, and European companies, some of which
wielded such vast economic power that they could more or less
impose their own trade terms. Thus, many Africans continued to feel
exploited long after their supposed liberation from foreign rule. So
strong was this sense of economic exploitation that the �rst
president of independent Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, even coined a
new term for it – ‘neo-colonialism’.54

Nor could African countries truly claim political independence.
There are countless examples of outside interference in African
politics throughout the second half of the twentieth century, some of
them very serious indeed – from the assassination of Congo’s �rst
democratically elected prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, in 1961,
to British and Israeli support for Idi Amin during and after his 1971
coup in Uganda.55 More importantly, the Americans and the Soviets
began to use Africa as a playground in which to �ght their proxy
wars – particularly in Angola and Mozambique, but also in smaller
ways throughout the continent. After independence, virtually every
African nation was obliged to align itself with one foreign power or
another: if not with its former colonial masters then at least with
one of the new superpowers.

Perhaps most depressingly of all, many African nations have been
unable to shake o� their psychological dependence on the Western



powers. This is perhaps unsurprising, given that almost all of
Africa’s new leaders had been educated by Europeans, and the
institutions they headed had largely been set up by Europeans. But
their dependence ran far deeper than that. Europe, and by extension
the West as a whole, was adopted by many as a kind of monster,
whose malign in�uence could be seen everywhere. At �rst, pan-
African idealists like Kwame Nkrumah and Julius Nyerere were able
to use this idea as a way to unite Africans against a common enemy.
Later, corrupt dictators like Robert Mugabe exploited this myth in
order to draw attention away from their own appalling
mismanagement of their countries. And yet, when things went
wrong, it was often Europe and America that Africans turned to:
during the Somalian famine in the 1980s, for example, or the Ebola
crisis in 2014; or during the twenty-�rst-century civil wars in Mali
and Sierra Leone.

In 2006 the Tanzanian intellectual Godfrey Mwakikagile wrote
despairingly about how some Africans, disillusioned by years of
poverty, violence and corruption, had begun to look back on their
colonial past with a kind of warped nostalgia. He described how one
political party in Gabon even campaigned for a return of European
rule in the 1990s, because their own African leaders had failed them
so badly. People all over the continent, he said, were begging for
help, telling Western reporters that ‘It’s only you white people who
can save us.’56 According to Mwakikagile, large parts of his
continent had resigned themselves to a future of handouts from
Western donors and global agencies, none of which were working
according to an African agenda: ‘We have, in a way … been
reconquered and recolonized; our perpetual dependence on other
countries being the most searing indictment against our claim that
we are genuinely independent. We hate to admit it, but we know it
is true.’57

Africans might only console themselves with the thought that, in
their longing to �nd a true sense of independence – indeed, a true
sense of themselves – they are essentially no di�erent from anyone
else. In the aftermath of the Second World War every nation



struggled to rede�ne itself, and every nation su�ered varying
degrees of internal con�ict as a result. If Africans have su�ered
more than most then this is only a re�ection of where they started
from. It is not so easy to shake o� domination from those who wish
to control you, nor to establish a stable democracy for the �rst time,
to develop the economy, transform society, foster unity between
hostile tribes or create relationships with a host of brand-new
countries on one’s doorstep. To do all of these things at once would
be a tall order for any nation.

In our postwar, globalized world, nothing and no one – no matter
how much we might desire it – can ever be considered truly
independent.



18. Democracy in Latin America

There are moments in many of our lives when, reaching a fork in
the road, we realize too late that we have stumbled upon a kind of
crisis, that the di�erence between one path and the other is so great
that whatever decision we make will necessarily transform both us
and those around us, permanently. For Carlos Delgado Chalbaud,
one such moment arrived in the autumn of 1945. The decisions he
made, and the fate that befell him, are emblematic of the processes
that were taking place all over Latin America in the immediate
aftermath of the Second World War.

Delgado was an o�cer, and a teacher, in the Venezuelan army.
Since 1943 he had been the head of studies at the military academy
in Caracas. He was well read, loved classical music and spoke
several languages, including perfect English and French – but his
true area of expertise was military engineering, which he taught
with a passion. On the whole he was well liked by his fellow
o�cers, who regarded him as sober, honest, down-to-earth,
conservative – in short, a safe pair of hands. But he was also an
outsider. Unlike his colleagues, Delgado had grown up in exile, in
France, after his father had tried to depose Venezuela’s military
dictator earlier in the century. From the age of four he had only
ever really known Venezuela as a concept – a lost home. He had not
been able to return permanently until just before the Second World
War, when the atmosphere in the country had �rst shown signs of
change.1

Delgado’s dilemma was thrust upon him one day in September
1945. He was approached by a friend, who took him aside and told
him, quite solemnly, that a large group of army o�cers were



planning a coup d’état. Venezuela at that time was ruled by the last
in a line of military dictators, General Isaías Medina Angarita,
whose autocratic behaviour had begun to alienate a population
hungry for change. A large and vocal opposition had grown up
across the country, led by a new political party called Acción
Democrática (AD). Now it seemed that the army, too, was turning
against the dictatorship. The younger o�cers in particular were
angry at the poor conditions they were forced to endure, and
accused Medina of being out of touch with both them and the needs
of the nation. Their plan was to overthrow him and install a new,
democratic government. They had already secured the cooperation
of AD, and wanted Delgado to join their cause.

Delgado was immediately taken aback. He told his friend that he
was ‘neither mentally nor morally prepared for something of this
nature’, and begged for forty-eight hours to think about it. He gave
his word as a gentleman that he would keep quiet about what he
had been told.2

Over the next two days he grappled with the pros and cons of
joining the conspiracy. Politically, he was inclined to support it.
Unlike most of his fellow countrymen, he had grown up with the
principles of democracy, which he regarded as the only legitimate
political system. However, he was not entirely convinced that the
best route to democracy was via a military coup. Besides, he knew
better than most what would happen if the plan was thwarted. His
life in exile had begun because of a failed coup d’état by his father,
and at the age of twenty he himself had sailed across the Atlantic
with his father to try again. The attempt had ended in disaster: his
father had been killed and Delgado had only narrowly escaped with
his life. These memories must have weighed heavily on him during
his period of contemplation. To repeat the endeavour was certainly
not a decision that could be taken lightly.

Nevertheless, there was an ambitious side to Delgado that could
not let an opportunity like this pass. It was plain that the conspiracy
was well organized, and that it was likely to enjoy massive popular
support. To be at the heart of momentous events, to belong at last to



a tight-knit group, to have the chance to succeed where his father
had failed – all of these factors must have played a part in his
eventual decision, because when the coup took place just a few
weeks later Carlos Delgado Chalbaud was one of its leaders.

The insurrection that took place on 18 October 1945 owed a great
deal to Delgado. It was he who �rst set it in motion; he who
personally arrested the minister of war and seized control of the
military academy in Caracas. He also sent word to the provinces,
and informed the leader of Acción Democrática, Rómulo Betancourt,
that the revolution was under way.

Over the course of the next twenty-four hours his co-conspirators
managed to seize the presidential palace, as well as various ports
and barracks in other parts of Venezuela. Naval rebels took control
of Puerto Cabello and rebels in the air force seized the main air base
at Maracay. None of this was achieved without the spilling of blood:
estimates of the dead range from several hundred to 2,500.3 Medina,
meanwhile, took refuge in one of the military barracks that
remained loyal to him, at Ambrosio Plaza, but once it became clear
that he was surrounded, outnumbered, and about to be strafed by
the air force, the dictator surrendered. On 19 October, less than
thirty-six hours after the coup had started, it came to a successful
close.

That evening Delgado and the other rebel leaders gathered in the
presidential palace to form their new ‘Revolutionary Government
Junta’. In their many discussions over the previous weeks, the
conspirators had already agreed that this should consist of seven
members – �ve civilian and two military. The AD leader Rómulo
Betancourt, who enjoyed enormous popular support, was
unanimously accepted as the acting president, along with three
other AD members (or ‘Adecos’, as they were called) and one
independent. When it came to choosing the military members,
Delgado seized his opportunity. The most popular military
candidates, he claimed, were Captain Mario Vargas (to represent the
more junior o�cers), and his brother Major Julio César Vargas (to



represent the more senior). However, since it might be considered
nepotistic to have two siblings in the junta at the same time,
Delgado thought the latter should give way to another senior o�cer
– and he slyly suggested himself as an alternative. His proposal was
accepted.

This historic moment completed a remarkable journey for
Delgado. His agonized decision, barely a month old, to join the
conspiracy against Medina had borne fruit beyond his wildest
dreams. Until the coup, he had been little more than a study master,
teaching engineering in the military academy. Now, in the blink of
an eye, he had become the most senior member of the armed forces
in the new government. He would spend the next three years as the
nation’s minister of defence.

Venezuela’s ‘Trienio’

Moments of personal ambition like this are perhaps inevitable
amongst revolutionaries. To its credit, however, the new junta –
Delgado included – did its best to stay true to the spirit of the
revolution they had put in place. Their government, they declared,
was only a provisional one. Their primary aim was ‘that of
convoking the country to general elections, so that through the
system of direct, universal and secret su�rage, Venezuelans can
elect their representatives, give themselves the Constitution they
want, and choose the future president of the republic’. To make sure
that none of them could abuse their position, they made a strict rule
that once elections had been announced no one in the junta would
be allowed to stand for president. The new Venezuela – democratic
Venezuela – must not be tainted by the undemocratic way in which
they had seized power.4

In general, the junta was as good as its word. Less than a month
after the coup it named a commission to draw up a new constitution
– but rather than stu�ng this commission with Adecos or military
men, as might have been done in the past, the junta made sure that



it represented a range of political opinion, including supporters of
the previous regimes. After much debate, this commission granted
all citizens the right to vote – women as well as men, the illiterate as
well as the literate – and instituted a system of proportional
representation. Opposition parties were allowed to form, including
Communists, Christian Democrats and even groups associated with
General Medina. Just a year after seizing power, the junta held the
�rst in a series of elections, which observers from the USA declared
were ‘conducted more or less cleanly’. This was followed up just
over a year later by a presidential election. A delighted Venezuela
was being treated to its �rst taste of meaningful democracy. This
period would last from 1945 to 1948, a three-year experience that
has been known ever since as the ‘Trienio’.5

It was not only on a national scale that the new junta made
revolutionary changes: they also applied their principles of
democracy and freedom of association at a local level. They held
municipal elections in May 1948. They also encouraged the
formation of mass organizations of the people, such as labour unions
and peasant movements: in the two years after the October coup the
government o�cially recognized 740 unions – 240 more than had
been allowed in the whole of the previous decade. Furthermore,
much like in the rest of the world, the membership of established
unions began to expand massively, sometimes by as much as 500 to
600 per cent. These unions were also allowed to confederate for the
�rst time. By 1948 the newly formed Confederation of Workers of
Venezuela boasted about 300,000 members (with perhaps another
50,000 in other unions controlled by the Communists). The equally
new Peasant Federation of Venezuela had a further 100,000
members. Considering that the population of Venezuela at the time
was just 4.2 million, this represented a huge percentage of the
workforce who were actively engaged in public life.6

The Trienio government also made revolutionary changes to the
economy. Venezuela was a nation built on its oil reserves, but those
reserves were largely being exploited by British and North American
companies. During the war, a new series of taxes and rules had been



introduced to ensure that the pro�ts of the oil industry would be
shared equally between these companies and the nation. As a
consequence, the Trienio government was now awash with oil
money: in 1947 government income from oil was more than six
times what it had been before the war.7

Suddenly Venezuela was able to embark on many of the grand
centralized schemes that other nations were also instituting around
this time. In 1946 the government quadrupled its housing budget,
and then doubled it again the following year. The previous
government had already approved a series of housing projects
during the war: these were now expanded across the country. A
building boom began in Caracas. By the 1950s, the capital had been
transformed from a town of traditional red-tiled single-storey
buildings into a city of modernist high-rises.8

Alongside the building boom came a boom in learning. The
education budget rose from 38 million bolívares in 1945 to 119
million in 1948, with a further 53 million given to the Ministry of
Public Works for the construction of dozens of primary and
secondary schools. A massive campaign to reduce adult illiteracy
was started, and within three years there were 3,600 adult literacy
centres across the country.9

The nation’s health budget was also quadrupled, and medical
facilities were extended to many rural areas for the �rst time.
According to Rómulo Betancourt, the Trienio government spent
three times as much on sewers and public drinking water supplies as
its predecessors had spent in the whole of the preceding century. They
also embarked on a massive campaign to eradicate malaria.
Following the successes with DDT during the war, spraying with the
insecticide in Venezuela began in December 1945, eventually
eradicating malaria from huge regions of the country.10

Last but not least, the army, navy and air force were given new
sta�, new arms, better training, better food and hygiene, better
medical supplies, new libraries, new technical colleges, a new Ships
and Shipbuilding Institute, 25 per cent more pilots, 100 per cent
more specialists, and a complete overhaul of its cultural and



recreational facilities. A year into his stint as defence minister,
Carlos Delgado Chalbaud was able to talk con�dently of a ‘rebirth’
in the nation’s armed forces.11

It is easy, and tempting, to characterize the changes that took place
in Venezuela after the October coup in rosy terms. As in Indonesia,
the arrival of democracy was undeniably a triumph for the ordinary
people of the country. But, as in Indonesia, the pace of reform was
so fast and so chaotic that it left those of a more conservative
disposition reeling. Businessmen, the Catholic Church and some
sections of the military all began to voice worries over the social
upheavals that were taking place. Of particular concern were the
labour unions, whose frequent strikes regularly brought business to
a standstill: in 1947 alone there were �fty-�ve major strikes, almost
fourteen times as many as there had been in 1944.12 Some
traditionalists resented the new-found power of the working classes,
and dismissed the new AD-dominated administration as el gobierno
de los alpargatudos – a government of espadrille-wearing peasants.13

The Church resented attempts to secularize education and bring it
under public control, and promoted an image of the government as
an institution of atheists.14 The opposition parties accused the
government of trying to consolidate power for AD, and cited
instances of AD supporters intimidating or even attacking their
members. In the city of Mérida, for example, there were clashes
between the supporters of AD and the main opposition party, Copei,
which left �ve people dead.15 There were also concerns about
corruption and ine�ciency, and questions over where the huge
amounts of new public money were actually going.16

Outside the country, too, there were concerns. The acting
president, Betancourt, freely admitted that there were strains
between his government and some of Venezuela’s neighbours,
particularly Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic, whose military
dictators were happy to encourage plots against this new,
democratic regime. Relations with Argentina’s Juan Perón were
also, according to Betancourt, ‘distant, cold, reticent, and even



pugnacious on occasion’.17 However, he was rather less forthcoming
about some of the di�culties he had with the USA, where there was
a range of opinions on what he and his government were trying to
do. Those in �nancial circles, for example, reacted with ‘shocked
surprise’ to the announcement of a new tax on American oil
companies.18 Some military observers began to panic about alleged
Communist activity within the oil unions, and after the presidential
elections in 1948 a group of �fty American businessmen wrote to
the US embassy in Caracas to accuse the AD government of
collaborating with Communists.19 On the other hand, anyone with
any expertise in Venezuelan a�airs knew that there was nothing
particularly alarming about the new government: US embassy
o�cials in Caracas likened it to the Labour government in Britain.
At one point the acting Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, wrote a
fairly stern memo to his colleagues in the Department of War
warning them not to exaggerate the threat of communism in the
country. The rash of strikes in the oil industry, he said, were nothing
to do with the Communists but merely ‘the reasonable demands of
labor’.20

Gradually, however, the atmosphere in Venezuela began to
change. As the Cold War set in, and as frustrations within the
country mounted, enthusiasm for the new democracy began to sour.
As in the United States, paranoia about communism began to
increase, and many people began to accuse the government of
having Communist leanings. Fringe groups such as the Frente
Nacional Anticomunista (Anti-Communist National Front) sprang up
and began agitating for the army to oust the AD government.
Similar groups began to assert themselves within the Venezuelan
military establishment too. In mid-1948 a group formed that called
itself the Organización Militar Anticomunista (Anti-Communist
Military Organization), which spread rumours that ‘the Adecos were
communists who wanted to destroy the National Armed Forces’.21

Just as in 1945, many of the o�cers began to complain that the
army was not being allowed to perform its rightful role in the life of
the nation. Foremost amongst them was the Chief of General Sta�,



Marcos Pérez Jiménez, whose followers began to accuse the
government of everything from corruption to national betrayal.
Rumours began to circulate that the government was building up its
own political militia to rival the army. Such stories deliberately
mimicked the reports of similar militias in eastern Europe that were
at that time helping the Communists to seize power: in this way,
even when communism was not mentioned explicitly, its presence
was still implied.22

Carlos Delgado Chalbaud served as minister of defence throughout
this period. For a long time he formed the only real bridge between
the radical reformers of government and the discontented elements
of the army. He continually negotiated for calm, asserting
repeatedly that the army was not a political organization and that it
should ‘at all times give its full and e�cient support to the decisions
made by the supreme leadership of the President of the Republic’.23

But by the summer of 1948 an atmosphere of conspiracy had
already become entrenched in the army.

Just as in 1945, Delgado was approached by a group of
conspirators and asked if he would join them in a second coup
d’état. As on the previous occasion, he tried to stall for time so that
he could have a chance to think. Delgado was actually quite
sympathetic to the army’s frustrations. As military men they were
all used to a certain degree of e�ciency: orders were given, orders
were followed, things got done. Democracy, it turned out, was not
always quite like that. But he was also worried that a second coup
would be a betrayal of the principles of the �rst, that this time it
would be overthrowing not a dictatorship but a democratically
elected government. Furthermore, there would be an element of
personal betrayal involved: Rómulo Gallegos, the recently elected
president, was a personal friend – Delgado had even shared a house
with him for a while in Barcelona while in exile.

This time, however, the conspirators refused to give him any time
to think: they told him that he was either with them or against



them, and would have to accept the consequences either way. Under
pressure, Delgado chose to join the conspiracy.

And so, once again, he found himself embroiled in a coup d’état.
Just as before, he was right at the heart of the action. On 24
November 1948 it was Delgado who gave the order for the army to
seize control of the government. Unlike the previous coup, this one
was almost completely bloodless. Nevertheless, the consequences
were profound. The ruling party, Acción Democrática, was
immediately declared illegal, and across the country its members
were rounded up and arrested – Betancourt later claimed that as
many as 10,000 were thrown into prison. A handful of protests,
particularly by students and by unions, were violently quashed.
Democracy was suspended.24

Carlos Delgado Chalbaud in 1949.

Now, in place of an elected government, a military triumvirate
took power consisting of Delgado, Marcos Pérez Jiménez and a



lieutenant colonel named Luis Felipe Llovera Páez. But as the senior
member of the group it was Delgado who became Venezuela’s new
president.

Latin America After the Second World War

The turbulent nature of Venezuela’s politics between 1945 and 1948
re�ected the huge internal pressures within the country at the time
– between conservatives and radicals, between civilians and the
military, business and labour, the clergy and educational reformers,
and between competing political parties of every colour. But
Venezuela did not exist in a vacuum. Alongside these internal
pressures were international forces which pressed against the nation
from all sides: not only their immediate neighbours – which
included European colonies, repressive dictatorships and other
democracies similar to themselves – but also the giant superpower
that lay to the north, which exercised enormous in�uence on the
entire hemisphere. In such a context, many of the events in
Venezuela were shaped as much by external in�uences as by
internal ones.

The dates of Delgado’s two coups are instructive. The �rst
happened in October 1945, just a few weeks after the end of the
Second World War, when the wave of hope and expectation that
was washing over the rest of the world also washed over Latin
America. Delgado himself acknowledged that the October coup had
been carried out in the name of ‘the grand ideals of liberty, equality
and fraternity’, and had taken place ‘within the modern atmosphere
of social justice’ that was sweeping the world.25 The wave of
populism, democratic reform and union activism that gripped
Venezuela over the next three years were all part of the same
phenomenon.

The second coup took place in a completely di�erent atmosphere,
in November 1948, at a time when people all over the world were
speculating about the start of a new global war in which everyone



would once again be forced to pick sides. Governments from Ottawa
to Buenos Aires were increasingly gripped by fears of subversion,
and were clamping down on all forms of dissent. According to
Delgado, the November coup was conducted to restore to
Venezuelan society a sense of order, or ‘social discipline’, as he
called it. ‘The nation must not return to an atmosphere of public
unrest,’ he told a Colombian newspaper reporter the following year,
‘nor to the exacerbation of political passions, nor should there be
speculation about social needs and calamities.’ What was important
in the atmosphere of 1948 was no longer freedom and equality, but
stability.26

In this context, the parallels between Venezuela and other Latin
American countries are quite striking. At the end of the Second
World War, led by a sense that the whole world was being reborn,
there was a rush for democracy across the region. It was not only in
Venezuela that a dictatorship was overthrown: in Ecuador, a
popular uprising in 1944 ousted Carlos Arroyo del Río’s repressive
regime and led to elections the following year. In Guatemala,
another popular rebellion led to the overthrow of Jorge Ubico and
established a representative democracy for the �rst time in the
country’s history. In Bolivia the unpopular dictator Gualberto
Villarroel was lynched during a violent revolt and, in an echo of
what had happened to Benito Mussolini in Italy, his body hung from
a lamp post. Elections were immediately promised for January
1947. In other countries, democracy was achieved in less violent
ways. Peru held its �rst ever free elections in 1945. The dictators of
Argentina, Brazil and Cuba were also convinced to hold free
elections during this time. Mexico introduced some limited electoral
reform in 1946. Even Anastasio Somoza of Nicaragua and Rafael
Leónidas Trujillo of the Dominican Republic, two of the most
stubborn and repressive dictators in the whole region, felt obliged at
least to pay lip service to the new atmosphere of democracy.
According to one annual survey just after the war, ‘The years 1944
and 1945 brought more democratic changes in more Latin American



countries than perhaps in any single year since the wars of
independence’ in the nineteenth century.27

Alongside this rush for democratic change came all kinds of
economic and cultural reforms, also stimulated by the war. As we
have seen, Venezuela, with its strategically important oil reserves,
ended the war much richer than before, but other countries too
found themselves with a massive dollar surplus in 1945, particularly
Argentina, Brazil and Cuba.28 Across the continent investments were
being made in huge new infrastructure projects, new schools, new
universities, new public housing. As industrialization increased, so
did urbanization. New suburbs and new districts were built
everywhere, designed by central planners according to the new
international style. One or two of them, like Mexico City’s university
campus, would go on to become UNESCO world heritage sites. In
1947 Le Corbusier was invited to Colombia, where he was asked to
oversee the replanning of Bogotá. All of South America buzzed with
change.

Within this atmosphere, labour militancy increased everywhere.
The massive expansion of unions in Venezuela was repeated
elsewhere, and by 1946 there were between 3.5 and 4 million union
members across Latin America. Civil and industrial unrest also
increased. In Chile, for example, the number of strikes rose more
than sevenfold between 1942 and 1946, and eventually involved
almost 100,000 workers. In Peru, too, there was a steadily
increasing number of strikes between 1945 and 1948. Brazil,
meanwhile, saw its biggest wave of strikes for more than twenty-�ve
years: in May 1945, while victory was being proclaimed in Europe,
there were more than 300 in Sao Paolo alone, involving 150,000
workers. Union activists everywhere were brimming with
con�dence.29

There is no doubt that all these events in neighbouring countries
were mutually reinforcing, as witnessed both by the formation of
transcontinental organizations like the Confederación de
Trabajadores de América Latina (Confederation of Latin American



Workers), and by the direct pressure exercised by governments on
their neighbours. A handful of Latin America’s most democratic
nations – Uruguay is a good example – were very vocal in their
condemnation of any country guilty of human rights abuses.30 But
by far the most powerful champion of democracy in 1945 was the
United States. During the war, US agencies had bombarded the
region with propaganda portraying the USA as the champion of
democracy and purveyor of the good life, and had �nanced local
media to do likewise. In some cases they had intervened directly
with Latin American governments to promote greater democracy,
even when doing so involved a greater toleration of communism.31

When the USA began to change its tune at the start of the Cold
War, Latin American governments also played along. Communist
parties were banned in one country after another. Brazil declared
communism illegal as early as May 1947, Chile in April 1948, Costa
Rica in July 1948. In countries where communism was not much of
a threat, other left-wing parties were targeted instead – APRA in
Peru, for example, which was forced out of local and central
government, and repressed in a similar fashion to Acción
Democrática in Venezuela. Far from condemning such actions, the
US State Department appeared to endorse them more or less
wholeheartedly.32

What followed was a rolling back of democracy across the region.
Venezuela was not the only country to see its �rst experiment with
free elections overturned: there were also military coups in Peru
(1948), Cuba (1952), Colombia (1953) and Guatemala (1954). By
the mid-1950s, the majority of Latin American republics were ruled
once again not by democracy but by dictatorship – and the majority
of those dictatorships were military and authoritarian in nature.
Further military coups would occur later in the century in Brazil
(1964), Uruguay (1973) and Chile (1973), each of them
overthrowing a formerly democratic government. By the end of the
Cold War, the only Latin American republic to have had an
unbroken postwar record of democracy was Costa Rica, perhaps not
least because it was the one country in Latin America to disband its



entire army at the start of the Cold War. Meanwhile, those countries
that had never experienced a true democratic renaissance after the
war, such as Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras and the Dominican
Republic, now saw a retightening of repression. Where once the US
State Department had been outspoken in its criticism of such
regimes, it now fell strangely silent: in the paranoid atmosphere of
the Cold war, democracy did not seem nearly as important as
hemispheric unity.33

For the most part, the USA did not play a direct role in these
events. It did not need to: in the words of the American diplomat
Spruille Braden, ‘Whatever we refrain from saying and whatever we
refrain from doing may constitute intervention, no less than what
we do or say.’34 But as the Cold War intensi�ed, the USA showed
itself increasingly willing to play dirty. There is circumstantial
evidence that the American military attaché in Venezuela in 1948,
Colonel Edward F. Adams, had some kind of role in the November
coup: nothing was ever proven at the time, but many historians
agree that there was something about his presence amongst the core
conspirators that does not sit right.35 The part played by the USA in
the Guatemalan coup in 1954, by contrast, is much more clear-cut.
Not only is there ample documentation to prove that the State
Department and US business interests were deeply involved in
destabilizing the Guatemalan government, but also several members
of the CIA have openly admitted to doing so. Spruille Braden,
though he no longer worked for the State Department, was once
again at the heart of the whole sorry a�air.36

In the following years, the USA would undermine freedom and
democracy in a variety of Latin American nations, not only o�cially
recognizing the regimes of military dictators but also honouring
them.37 It interfered directly in elections, provided secret funding for
right-wing groups and spread black propaganda about any groups
with even moderately left-wing views.38 It propped up repressive
regimes, provided training to members of death squads and – in
extreme cases, such as in Guatemala or Nicaragua – deliberately
fomented savage civil wars.39 All this has been documented, and



there is undoubtedly plenty more besides that remains classi�ed in
CIA and State Department �les. This does not say much for the
USA’s 1948 promise to foster ‘justice, freedom and peace’ alongside
its neighbours; or its promise to the world, repeatedly made, that it
would refrain from intervening in other nations’ internal a�airs.40

The Price of Repression

With hindsight, it is obvious that the USA was acting both illegally
and undemocratically. But in the atmosphere of the time it was not
so clear-cut. Nobody in the US security establishment sanctioned
actions in Latin America in order to undermine democracy: quite the
contrary, they believed themselves to be strengthening democracy.
Throughout the Cold War the true monster was always communism,
not dictatorship. The battle to defeat this monster justi�ed almost
anything, including promoting regimes with the most appalling
human rights records.

Carlos Delgado Chalbaud also believed himself to be acting in the
name of democracy. When he became president of Venezuela in
1948 he faced some stern questioning by fellow statesmen in other
countries, and by the newspapers and diplomatic establishments of
some of Venezuela’s neighbours. How could he justify being
involved in both a coup to establish democracy and a coup to
remove it again? If he had truly believed that Venezuela was
becoming unstable, why had he not acted sooner, rather than
waiting until after the people had taken part in elections? Fellow
Venezuelans like Rómulo Betancourt could not resist pointing out
that Delgado seemed to have done very well out of both coups. The
governments of Mexico, Cuba, Guatemala and Uruguay all
announced that they would suspend recognition of the new military
government ‘inde�nitely’.41

But Delgado himself always insisted that he had acted purely out
of principle. His only true motivation, he claimed, was to save his
nation from the powerful forces that were driving it towards greater



discord. In October 1945 he had stepped in to restrain the anti-
democratic impulses of Venezuela’s traditional oligarchy; and in
November 1948 he had stepped in to restrain the revolutionary
impulses of ‘demagogues’ in AD.42 Thus, in Delgado’s mind at least,
the two coups were part of the same process. ‘Social phenomena are
like this,’ he told a Colombian newspaper at the end of the decade:
‘they form part of a historic chain. The events of October [1945]
and November [1948], as we have said before, are vigorous strides
in the upward march of the nation.’43 In the end, all Delgado truly
wanted was to guide his country towards a middle way between
order and change, between the individual and society, between
freedom and belonging; or, as he put it, to �nd a balance ‘between
the free, digni�ed life of the citizen and social discipline’.44

His mistake lay in believing that these things might somehow be
achieved by force. By taking part in not one but two coups he was
e�ectively endorsing the idea that, ultimately, only the military had
the right to decide what was right or wrong for the country. This
belief had always been a part of Venezuelan military culture, and
indeed the military cultures of many Latin American countries, and
it would continue to govern political thinking throughout the
continent for the rest of the century. Thus Delgado too was part of a
‘historic chain’, which included his fellow soldiers, many of his
fellow countrymen, Latin American elites in general, and eventually
the combined security establishments of the entire western
hemisphere.

This idea that the military knows best would have profound
implications for Latin America. But it would also have profound
personal implications for Delgado himself. Of all the military leaders
who governed Latin American states during the twentieth century,
Delgado was surely one of the most moderate. From the moment he
took power, he insisted that he fully intended to re-establish
democracy as soon as possible, once ‘a climate of serenity and true
harmony’ had been restored.45 ‘When the Army assumed the
responsibility it had to assume,’ he told a press conference shortly
after seizing power, ‘it was not to act against democratic principles



but on the contrary to save the existence of those principles.’
Elections were eventually scheduled for 1952.46

But other factions within the army, and within the nation as a
whole, did not want the military to abdicate control, and as the
promise of new elections loomed closer, one of them planned a coup
of its own. On 13 November 1950, when Delgado was leaving his
home, a group of armed men grabbed him and pushed him into a
car. They drove him to a villa in Caracas’s new Las Mercedes
development, where he was assassinated. To this day it is not clear
who was behind the kidnapping, or what their precise intentions
were. His killer, a political malcontent called Rafael Simón Urbina,
was never able to reveal who, if anyone, had put him up to the job:
he was himself killed while in police custody shortly afterwards.

Delgado’s death signi�ed an end to Venezuela’s brief �irtation
with democracy, and a change in the political atmosphere over the
whole of Latin America. Venezuela would have to wait until the end
of the 1950s for democracy to be restored. In the rest of the
continent the persistence of military rule would run longer, and
deeper, with tragic consequences for democracy across the region.

Unlike Indonesia or Kenya, Venezuela did not have to invent itself
after the Second World War. It was more or less secure in its
borders, and su�ered few of the deep divides over language,
ethnicity and religion that split the other two countries. Venezuela
was also di�erent in that it had shaken o� colonialism many
decades earlier, and had long since established the national
sovereignty that Indonesia and Kenya had to �ght for so
desperately. And yet the Second World War awoke many of the
same passions here as it did elsewhere. Venezuela’s attempt to make
a clean break with its past in 1945 was every bit as revolutionary as
Indonesia’s or Kenya’s: the people of all three countries were
essentially pursuing the same thing – greater democracy. The surge
of idealism that accompanied the end of the war helped all three
countries to embrace new ideas and new institutions – but it also
unleashed great unrest, which manifested itself in the massive



demonstrations, workers’ strikes and increasing violence that
plagued them all. Like Indonesia and Kenya, Venezuela eventually
had to make a choice between freedom and order, and live with the
consequences of that choice.

It its way, Venezuela was forced to confront the challenges of
independence after 1945 just as much as Kenya or Indonesia. All
three countries experienced varying degrees of outside interference
in their a�airs – by their old colonial masters, by the new Cold War
superpowers, or by both at once. All belonged to the ‘global south’,
and would spend the following years accusing the more developed
nations of the global north of exploiting them for pro�t, often with
good reason. Maintaining one’s independence in such an
environment was a constant battle which none of these nations
could truthfully say that it always won.

Finally, crucially, Venezuela was forced to struggle with the same
question that faced Kenya and Indonesia after the war: what is a
nation? Both the 1945 coup and the 1948 coup were carried out in
the name of Venezuela, but what was ‘Venezuela’? In a country that
shares the same language, religion and ancestry as many of those
around it, what was there beyond mere geographical location that
could both separate it from its neighbours and bind the nation
together? Was there a common culture in the country and, if so,
who was it that decided what that culture was? Was it the
traditional elites, or the Church, or the people, or the workers – or
the army? If these di�erent groups disagreed with one another,
sometimes violently, could Venezuela ever truly say that it was a
single, uni�ed nation?

There are many important bene�ts that each of these nations
gained from imagining themselves to form a single uni�ed group – a
sense of common purpose, a feeling of security from outsiders, a
sense of belonging. At times these things can not only be
comforting, but also essential for maintaining order in society. But
they come at a cost. Just as the dream of world federalism puts
limits on national freedoms, so the dreams of nations curtail the
freedoms of smaller groups and individuals. No one who identi�es



with any group and abides by its rules is ever truly free: cooperation
requires compromise, which does not always sit easily with those
who are �xated on pursuing their own Utopias. S. K. Trimurti,
Waruhiu Itote and Carlos Delgado Chalbaud all had to learn that
ideals were not enough. Sometimes it was also necessary to seize
control, or to swallow one’s principles and make a deal.



19. Israel: Nation of Archetypes

‘Life is permanent war.’ So said Aharon Appelfeld when I
interviewed him at his Jerusalem home in 2016, and it quickly
became clear that he meant this both literally and metaphorically. ‘I
was in Europe when the Second World War came. Here in Israel I
was a child soldier in the Independence War. Then there was the
Sinai War, then the Six-Day War, then the Yom Kippur War – and in
all of them I was a soldier.’ But he also talked about his struggle to
�t into Israeli society, to acquire the language and to come to terms
with the many terrors he experienced as a child. ‘It doesn’t matter
where you go or what you do, life is a permanent war.’1

Appelfeld got his �rst taste of war when the German army swept
through his corner of central Europe on their way to invading
Russia. It was the summer of 1941, and he was just nine years old.
He and his family had left their home in Czernowitz in the northern
borderlands of Romania to spend the vacation at his grandparents’
house in the nearby Carpathian mountains: ‘I was sick and was
asleep in my bed at noon. Suddenly there was shooting. I called out
for my parents. There was more shooting. I jumped out of the
window and hid in the corn�eld behind the house. While in the
�eld, I heard the Germans torturing my beautiful mother. I heard
my mother screaming. I heard the Germans murder my grandmother
and my mother.’2

In the aftermath of this �rst wave of killings, he and his father
were forced into a ghetto, expelled in cattle trucks to Transnistria
and �nally force-marched to a makeshift concentration camp in an
abandoned collective farm in Ukraine. It was the end of autumn,
and for two weeks they marched through mud and torrential rain. ‘I



was lucky. My father was strong, and he carried me on his
shoulders. Most children and old people died along the way.’

At the concentration camp he was separated from his father, who
was sent away with all the other men to work. After a few days on
his own, surrounded by only the weak and the dying, he understood
instinctively that if he stayed here he would never survive. So he
took a chance: he slipped under the fence and ran away.

The �rst place he hid was in the forest. He lived for a while by
eating rotting apples and berries, but when the rain became worse,
and the nights got longer, he realized that he had to �nd shelter. He
began knocking on doors in the villages, asking for work, until
eventually a prostitute took him in. All through that winter he
worked as her servant, milking the cow, cleaning her hut, going to
the local village to buy food for her and her clients. In the evenings
he would watch her drink vodka, service the local peasants and then
�ght with them when they asked too much of her or refused to pay.
‘I had only completed �rst grade at school. This was grade two.’

When one of her clients accused him of being a Jew, he knew it
was time to move on. So he ran away to the forest again, where he
found refuge with a gang of thieves: ‘They used me to help them
steal horses. I was small, so they could put me through the window
of a stable and then I would open the doors for them … Sometimes
they gave me a piece of bread to eat, sometimes sausages,
sometimes cheese. Generally they ignored me. I was like the two
dogs they had – another small animal.’

But soon the thieves also began to ask questions of him, so he
moved on once again. He found some more peasants in the forest to
adopt him, ‘but they were no better than the criminals’. For two
years this short, undernourished child moved from place to place,
surviving on little more than his wits and sheer luck. Since being a
Jew meant certain death, he learned to pass himself o� as a
Christian. He was blond, and spoke good Ukrainian, which had been
the language used by his family’s housemaid before the war. But
mostly he just kept quiet and learned to observe the world around
him. ‘This too was a kind of school. I learned a lot about life. And



about human beings. They can be kind at times, but in other
moments they can be downright beasts. By the end of the war I
could see a man, and know immediately if he was dangerous.’

In 1944, the Red Army swept through Ukraine, and Appelfeld got
swept along with them. He persuaded a supply unit to give him
work as a kitchen boy, and watched as they made their way from
village to village, raping and killing as they went. ‘The Russian army
was a drunken army, drinking day and night. Cursing and drinking
and raping and singing patriotic songs: this was my third grade of
school.’ He was still only twelve years old.

Eventually, Appelfeld was found by some soldiers of the British
army’s Jewish Brigade, who took him into Italy, then to Yugoslavia,
and �nally smuggled him across the Mediterranean to Haifa. He was
glad to be amongst Jews again, but this did not mean he felt
completely safe. By the time he �nally arrived in Palestine in 1946
he had long since lost any faith in the notion of a safe haven. As far
as he was concerned, Palestine was just one more station in his
�ight.

In this new land, there were new wars to be fought. Over the
course of the next two years, Palestine became embroiled in a
bloody civil war between Arabs and Jews. In 1948, when the Jews
declared the independent state of Israel, the new nation was
immediately attacked by its neighbours. Far from being granted a
new life, it appeared that Appelfeld was merely to experience more
of the same: ‘In Europe there had been a war with a lot of killing.
Now in Israel there was a war with a lot of killing.’ He was given a
ri�e and told to help defend his kibbutz.

There were metaphorical battles to be fought too. Appelfeld was
expected to forget his German, which was the language of Jew-
killers. He was discouraged from speaking Ukrainian and Russian
and Romanian – the languages that had helped him to survive in
Europe. Now everything had to be done in Hebrew. He was also
expected to change his name. His parents had called him Erwin, a
very German name – he now became Aharon. But most of all he was
expected to learn a new attitude. ‘We had come to Israel, as the



saying went, “to build, and to be rebuilt”. This was interpreted by
most of us as the extinction of memory, a complete personal
transformation and a total identi�cation with this narrow strip of
land.’ In short, Appelfeld was expected to ‘e�ace my past and build
a new life on its ruins’.3

He went about this in the best way he knew. He studied Hebrew
diligently. He started running and climbing and lifting weights. He
wanted to become tall and rugged and suntanned, to look like a
soldier. But no matter how hard he tried, he remained short,
underweight and pale; and for a long while he spoke with a
stammer. At night he would dream about being pursued by some
huge, nameless evil, or about falling into a deep pit where unseen
hands were pulling him down. He told himself over and over to
forget the past and blend in with his new home. He felt like he was
tiptoeing around the rim of an abyss. ‘All my experience in Europe
became like a cellar, a dark cellar buried deep inside me. You do not
need to be Freud to understand that such a cellar is a dangerous
thing.’

What saved him was learning how to write �ction. When he was
in his twenties he studied at the Hebrew University, and gradually
came to realize that there was no point in pretending that he was
something other than the person that the war had made him. He
understood that he would always carry the Diaspora within him –
but that, despite all the pressure for him to deny it, there was a
richness and a value in his memories that was just as worthwhile as
the new life he had also embraced. He began to seek the company of
other Holocaust survivors in the cafés of Jerusalem. He began to
appreciate the silences that fell between them, which were far more
expressive than the ocean of words that seemed to characterize the
rest of Israeli society. And he began to write. ‘Other people just
went crazy, in di�erent forms. I was lucky. I was a writer.’

Appelfeld published his �rst collection of short stories in 1962.
Since then he has written over forty other books, almost all about
the e�ects of the Second World War on the lives of the Jews who
survived it. His stories are peppered with prostitutes and orphans



and black-market traders – all of whom are based on di�erent
aspects of the people he came across during the war and its
aftermath. He has long since given up trying to resist the memories
from this time, which seem imprinted on his very soul. Instead, he
has learned to accept them for what they are – part of life’s beauty,
and part of its perpetual war.

Israeli novelist Aharon Appelfeld, sixty years after the war.

Nation of Heroes



The nation that took in Aharon Appelfeld in 1946 had a very
particular view of itself. Long before Sartre wrote his thesis on
existentialism, Zionist Jews had understood that they stood naked
before the universe, and that if they were to survive in a hostile
world they must seize responsibility for their own destiny.4 Driven
by a combination of ancestral longing and socialist values, they had
come to Palestine determined to carve out a new life for themselves
in what they regarded as their ancient homeland. They had drained
swamps, and made the desert bloom. They had founded kibbutzim
and moshavim – farms and communities based on a collectivist
ethos. They had built a new city, Tel Aviv, shining white on the
shores of the Mediterranean. Had it not been for the Arabs, with
whom they were obliged to share the land, and the British, who
controlled this part of the Middle East, their history might have
been one of unbridled progress and harmony. So the thinking went.5

When the Second World War had broken out, the Yishuv – that is,
the Jewish community in Palestine – did not stand by and wait to
see what fate had in store for them. They stepped forward and
fought on the side of freedom. Jewish paratroopers were sent
behind enemy lines in order to render help to partisans and
Resistance �ghters. Jewish spy rings were set up in Sweden, Spain
and Turkey to establish escape routes from Hitler’s Europe. Thirty
thousand Jews had volunteered to �ght alongside the British in
Syria, North Africa and Italy. But that did not mean they always
passively followed British orders – at the same time special
commando units were formed to defy the British immigration bans,
which had been in place since before the war, and smuggle
shiploads of Jewish refugees to safety.6

This determination to take charge of their own destiny continued
after the Second World War was over. In 1946, the Jewish
‘Resistance Movement’ waged an insurgency to drive the British out
of Palestine. In 1947, Jewish leaders convinced the United Nations
to grant them a homeland. When the Arabs of Palestine rose up in
protest, Jewish defence forces drove them out. When the British
�nally withdrew, the Yishuv did not wait for the UN to keep its



promise, but declared its own independence. And when Israel was
invaded on the very next day – on four fronts, by Egypt, Jordan,
Syria and Lebanon – the new state not only repelled the invaders
but also pushed their borders back. These were no e�eminate shtetl
Jews who, in the words of one Yishuv leader, ‘preferred the life of a
beaten dog to death with honour’. These were young pioneers, ‘New
Jews’, a nation of heroes.7

‘Life is war’: yeshiva students in training, 1947–1948.

For years, the whole country was engaged in a single, communal
task: the creation of the future. Israel was a new nation in every
respect. It had brand-new borders, a new parliament, a new national
bank, a new currency, a new Supreme Court and a new citizen
army. The state subscribed to all of the values of the postwar world:
according to the declaration of independence, Israel would be a
nation based on ‘freedom, justice and peace’; and it promised



‘complete equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants
irrespective of religion, race or sex’.8 David Ben-Gurion’s �rst
government gave particular emphasis to ‘complete civil equality for
women … and the abolition of all existing discrimination against
women as embodied in Turkish and Mandatory laws’.9 Israel was to
be a shining example of the brave new world. Even the country’s
name was new: until Ben-Gurion had announced its independence
no one had been sure whether it would be called Zion, or Judea, or
Ivriya, or a variety of other possible names.10

In the following years, the whole country became a hive of frantic
activity. The list of projects that were planned and begun during this
extraordinary time seems impossibly ambitious. Massive new
irrigation schemes were set in motion, such as the Yarkon–Negev
water pipeline, and the National Water Carrier, which sought to
bring water all the way from the Sea of Galilee to the Negev desert.
A policy of rapid road and rail development was introduced,
including new routes across the Negev to the Red Sea and a road
along the Dead Sea’s western shore. A vast national a�orestation
project was begun, providing a chain of national parks across the
country. A state airline was founded (El Al), along with a state
shipping company (Zim). The building of schools and hospitals was
yet another national priority: in the �fteen years after independence
Israel more than tripled the number of school places, and
quadrupled the number of hospital beds.11

The long-established Zionist tradition of building new farms and
settlements went into overdrive. In 1950 and 1951, 190 new
kibbutz or moshav villages were built in the Israeli countryside – an
average of one every four days. These were built not only in Israel’s
fertile valleys and along the coastal plain, but also in remote parts of
the Negev, including Yotvata, and a new experimental farm at Ein
Yahav. In addition to the new villages, thirty new towns were
founded and a massive new port planned. In established cities, new
suburbs sprang up as fast as they could be built. In Jerusalem, for
example, entire neighbourhoods like the Katamons, Kiryat Hayovel



and Ir Ganim were planned and constructed within just a few
years.12

In the decades after independence, development took precedence
over everything. In order to pay for all the schools and the hospitals
and the housing estates – and also the new obsession with science
and technology which would eventually build Israel into the
region’s �rst nuclear power – compromises had to be made. In 1952
Israel accepted a payment from Germany of DM3,450 million ($865
million) ‘as reparation for the material damage su�ered by Jews at
the hands of the Nazis’. The government tried to present this as a
form of historical justice: the people who had tried to exterminate
world Jewry were now helping to �nance the building of a Jewish
state. But to many people it looked like Israel was selling its
national honour for cash. Despite violent demonstrations outside the
Knesset, the payment was accepted, and the drive toward
development continued.13

For a while, the state seemed to be involved in every aspect of
people’s lives. After the turbulent war of 1948 put most of the
country’s Arabs to �ight, 90 per cent of the land was brought under
state control – as were the nation’s water sources, its electricity
suppliers, its oil re�neries. A national housing company was set up,
called Amidar, to build vast new housing estates, and there was a
new national employment agency to help provide new immigrants
with jobs. By the mid-1950s the government sector accounted for
about 20 per cent of the national economy. A further 20 per cent
was owned and run by Israel’s trade union organization – the
Histadrut. Both organizations were dominated by the same political
party – David Ben-Gurion’s socialist Mapai.14

Running so many major plans and projects simultaneously
required a huge amount of both improvisation and ambition.
Overworked civil servants complained that they had no time to
sleep, yet they also gloried in the excitement of all the activity. As
one of them put it, ‘Who can sleep at a time like this, who would
not do anything to live this time more awake, even more
intensively, even closer, more attentive and dedicated?’15



Government leaders gained a reputation for ignoring the advice of
economists and experts who cast doubt on whether various projects
were a�ordable or even possible. For example, when an advisory
committee concluded that the government’s plans to build a new
city around Beersheba were unfeasible, Ben-Gurion simply dismissed
the committee and appointed a new one. Within just seven years
there were 20,000 Jewish immigrants living in Beersheba. Twelve
years after that the city had quadrupled in size to 80,000 to become
the biggest settlement in the Negev desert, with its own railway
station, hospital and soon even its own university.16

Even the nation’s novelists were swept up in Israel’s heroic idea of
itself. The ‘Generation of 1948’, as they were known, wrote
documentary-style stories in which the main protagonist was almost
always the ‘Sabra’ – the native-born soldier-boy who is tough on the
outside but tender on the inside, who has none of the hang-ups and
worries of the Diaspora but who is, like the country that reared him,
‘born from the sea’.17 Their novels were infused with the values of
the Zionist pioneers, the kibbutz, the army and the newborn Israeli
state – and the overwhelming atmosphere is one of togetherness,
self-sacri�ce and cautious optimism.18 Heroes die for their country.19

Novels end with babies being born.20 This was a generation with its
eyes set on the horizon, where the fears of the past could be
transcended by the hopes of a new, utopian future.21

As Aharon Appelfeld remembers it, there was something
reassuring about this, but also something unbearably sti�ing. The
state looked after its citizens: it gave them work and housing, it
guaranteed pensions for the old, insurance for the sick and the
injured, and maternity leave for women and, most of all, it gave its
people a land that they could call their own, which it would defend
to the last ounce of its strength. But in return it required
commitment. There was little room for individualism in this society,
and no tolerance for the passive or the weak. ‘Actually, the country
was like an army,’ he remembers. ‘Everyone knew their place, and
their responsibilities. You should be a hero. You should �ght for
your country. You should be a socialist. All kinds of commands. But



only God has the power to say these things. Slowly you become
trampled by it.’ And behind all the manic activity, in the
background, was the Holocaust. ‘Everything was a �ght against the
past, against Jewish past, against Jewish fate.’ The whole nation,
much like Appelfeld himself in those early years, seemed to be
tiptoeing around the edge of an abyss.

The Jewish ‘Other’

Unfortunately, people like Aharon Appelfeld were part of the
problem. For the previous ten years, the British had always
maintained strict immigration limits in Palestine. With
independence, however, these limits were suddenly lifted. An open-
door policy was made o�cial in 1950 with the ‘Law of Return’,
which granted all Jews, wherever they were in the world, the right
to come to the country as full Israeli citizens. Almost overnight the
steady stream of Jewish immigrants became a �ood: in the space of
just three and a half years around 685,000 foreign Jews arrived,
more than doubling the country’s population. The in�ux of people
was so huge, and so sudden, that the minister of agriculture, Pinhas
Lavon, called it ‘a bloodless revolution’.22

For the Yishuv, this represented a challenge unlike anything it
had yet experienced. On the one hand, there was a great deal of
sympathy for the immigrants, most of whom were refugees like
Appelfeld – not only from war-torn Europe but also from brand-new
waves of anti-Semitism in Iraq, Yemen and parts of North Africa. It
was important to welcome such people with open arms; after all,
wasn’t this Israel’s whole raison d’être? But on the other, alongside
such humanitarian concerns were a collection of much more
ambivalent feelings. The reality of receiving hundreds of thousands
of newcomers �lled many people with alarm: where would they all
go? How would they �nd work? Who would feed and house them?
More intangibly, what would the in�ux of so many foreigners do to
the Israeli sense of self? The vast majority of these immigrants were



not the ‘new’ Jews so beloved of Zionist myth; they were ‘old’ Jews
– Jews of the Diaspora, who had never particularly wanted to come
here, but who were only arriving now because, as one Haaretz
reporter scornfully put it, ‘they have nowhere else to go’. In a
country that was only just beginning to establish some kind of
national identity, the ‘cloudburst’ of newcomers threatened the very
existence of the Sabra ideal.23

It was perhaps little wonder, then, that immigrants like Aharon
Appelfeld faced enormous pressure to conform to the norms of the
Yishuv almost as soon as they stepped o� the boat. They were
expected to learn Hebrew as a matter of urgency. Many, like
Appelfeld, were pressured to give up their old identities and change
their names to something more �tting to their new environment.
More than anything else, they were compelled to embrace the new
nation’s culture of irrepressible positivity, con�dence, assertiveness.

For some of the newcomers, there was something desperately
attractive about the thought that the past could be thrown o� like
an old cloak, that one could become new and strong just by deciding
to be so. Many remember their arrival in Israel as a kind of rebirth,
claiming that they had been given ‘an entirely new identity’; that
‘Here began my new life’; that they had been plunged into a ‘new
reality’ that enveloped their ‘whole personality’.24 Aharon Barak,
who would one day become president of Israel’s Supreme Court,
perhaps put the experience most succinctly. He described his arrival
in 1947 as a revelation: ‘I didn’t speak the language, I didn’t know
the land. But when I took o� my old clothes I shed the past, the
Diaspora, the ghetto. And when I stood in the Atta store in a khaki
shirt, khaki trousers, and sandals, I was a new person. An Israeli.’25

But for others, the way their transition into Israeli society was
managed seemed unnecessarily harsh. Historian Tom Segev has
described in detail how some children orphaned by the Holocaust
were treated when they arrived in the country. Those who refused
to join in at school or in kibbutzim were often labelled ‘corrupt’,
‘antisocial’, ‘deviant’, ‘ungrateful’, ‘retarded’ or ‘hysterical’. One
child was diagnosed by a psychiatrist as being ‘over-attached to his



mother’; she had been killed in the war. Another was labelled
‘disturbed’ because he spoke too much in Polish, while yet another
was criticized for his inability to listen properly – he only spoke
Hungarian, while those around him spoke exclusively in Hebrew.
Aharon Appelfeld experienced similar prejudice because of his
fondness for speaking in German. To his new countrymen, German
was the language of the monsters who had tried to exterminate
world Jewry, but Appelfeld could not bear to give it up, because to
him it was the language of the mother he had lost in the war.26

Prejudices like these were prevalent throughout Israeli society,
and certainly in all of the nation’s major institutions. Thus, former
Resistance �ghters from Europe who joined the Histadrut were
reprimanded for speaking in Yiddish rather than Hebrew.27

Disoriented refugees sent to live in kibbutzim were criticized for
being ‘shirkers’, or for expecting ‘special treatment’.28 And
immigrants who were drafted into the army were rarely trusted to
take an active part in any �ghting, despite the desperate need for
�ghters. In the 1948 war they were mostly used as support troops,
and criticized by their commanders for being ‘di�cult, stubborn and
cowardly men’ with a tendency to �ee ‘at the decisive moment’.29

Time and again survivors were asked: Why did you not rebel?
Why did European Jews walk meekly to their own deaths? Such
questions might have been born out of a genuine wish to
understand, but the accusation was implicit: weak, e�eminate
European Jews had been accomplices in their own extermination.
The Yishuv simply could not conceive of such things ever having
been possible in wartime Palestine: as David Ben-Gurion put it, ‘no
one could have slaughtered us in the synagogues; every boy and girl
would have shot every German soldier’.30

There were other, more brutal questions. ‘In almost every contact
with the inhabitants of the country,’ wrote one survivor, ‘the
question would come up of how we had remained alive. It was
asked again and again and not always in the most delicate way. I
had a feeling that I was being blamed for having stayed alive.’31

Questions like these were born partly out of grief: most people in



the Yishuv had loved ones who had been killed in the Holocaust,
and they could not help feeling resentful towards those who had
survived. But they were also born of prejudice: many Sabras
suspected that European Jews who had survived the Holocaust had
done so only through some kind of moral compromise. The abiding
portrayal of the Holocaust survivor from 1945 is that of ‘My Sister
on the Beach’, a famous story written by Yitzhak Sadeh, the founder
of the elite commando unit, the Palmach. In the story, a group of
young, strong Palmach �ghters rescue a ragged, passive damsel in
distress, who cries out that she is not worthy of their heroism. Her
�esh has been branded ‘For O�cers Only’.32

Beneath this strange cocktail of humanitarian concern and thinly
veiled disgust was an atmosphere of half-acknowledged fear. The
Yishuv was terri�ed that its society of heroes would be infected with
what it scathingly called the ‘Diaspora mentality’ – that is, the
e�eminate attitudes and passivity that had allowed so many Jews to
be annihilated in Europe. Images of infection began to turn up
throughout society. Mapai representatives voiced concerns that an
in�ux of so many traumatized people might turn all of Palestine into
‘one big madhouse’. Health o�cials worried about potential
epidemics of infectious diseases like typhus or tuberculosis. When
an epidemic of polio broke out, rumours began to circulate that the
immigrants were responsible: symbolically, polio is a disease whose
symptoms include physical weakness and paralysis, the very
antithesis of the Sabra ideal.33

As more and more immigrants arrived in the country, the
language used to describe them became harsher and more
uncompromising. Years later, novelist Yehudit Hendel, one of the
‘Generation of 1948’, described the divisions that rent Israeli
society:

To put it bluntly, there were almost two races in this country. There was one race of
people who thought they were gods. These were the ones who had the honour and
privilege of being born in Degania [Israel’s �rst kibbutz], or in the Borochov
neighbourhood of Givataim [the stronghold of Israel’s labour movement] … And



there was, we can certainly say, an inferior race. People we saw as inferior who had
some kind of �aw, some kind of hunchback, and these were the people who came
after the war. I was taught in school that the ugliest, basest thing is not the Exile but
the Jew who came from there.34

The ‘gods’ of the Yishuv made few distinctions between di�erent
kinds of immigrants, many of whom came not from Europe at all,
but from other parts of the Middle East and North Africa, especially
after 1949. They were grouped together as a vast communal ‘Other’,
whose presence was a threat to everything the Yishuv held dear.
These people were ‘unsuitable for Israel’, warned the right-wing
newspaper Haboker. They were ‘undermining the health and the
psychological and moral balance of the Yishuv’, warned the left-
wing newspaper Davar. Even Ben-Gurion himself, one of the main
architects of the mass immigration policy, regarded them as ‘a
motley crowd, human dust lacking language, education, roots,
tradition or national dreams’. The only hope for such people, he
believed, was to remould them as ‘New Jews’, reborn into the
correct, Israeli way of life.35

The fact that the prime minister himself was calling immigrants
‘human dust’ hints at a disturbing undercurrent in Israeli society in
the late 1940s and early 1950s. Other Mapai o�cials had not
hesitated to call Holocaust survivors ‘scum’, and the slang term
describing them as ‘soap’ became widespread (after the myth that
the Nazis had boiled down the Jewish dead to make soap during the
Holocaust).36 One Israeli veteran of the Second World War, who had
witnessed conditions in Europe himself when he had parachuted
behind enemy lines, described his dismay at the atmosphere towards
Holocaust survivors in postwar Israel:

Everywhere I turned, the question was �red at me: why did the Jews not rebel? Why
did they go like lambs to the slaughter? Suddenly I realized that we were ashamed
of those who were tortured, shot, burned. There is a kind of general agreement that
the Holocaust dead were worthless people. Unconsciously, we have accepted the
Nazi view that the Jews were subhuman … History is playing a bitter joke on us:
have we not ourselves put the six million on trial?37



Nation of Victims

It does not take much imagination to see that this contempt for the
supposed weakness, passivity and paralysis of Diaspora Jews was
related to a fear of the same tendencies that already existed within
the Yishuv itself – and this is exactly what psychoanalytic and
feminist analyses of the postwar period have argued.38 For all the
myths of their Second World War heroism – of spy rings and rescue
operations and paratroopers dropped behind enemy lines – the
e�orts of the Yishuv had actually been fairly ine�ectual during the
war. According to Jewish partisan leaders in Europe, many of the
thirty or so paratroopers dropped behind enemy lines ended up
being more of a burden than a help.39 The spying e�ort was not
much better – even the Jewish Agency’s own spy chiefs were forced
to admit that the number of people they saved was ‘microscopic’.40

The various plans to negotiate with the Nazis all came to nothing;
the attempts to get the British to allow mass immigration were
fruitless; and the Jewish defence forces themselves, the Haganah,
failed to smuggle more than a token number of Jews into Palestine
during the climactic years of the Holocaust.41 In reality, the Yishuv
had been just as powerless during the war as the Jews of the
Diaspora had been. Had Palestinian Jews directly confronted this, it
would have been di�cult to maintain the illusion that they were a
nation of heroes; but until they did so, every Holocaust survivor was
an admonition. Some of the survivors themselves were not shy
about pointing this out: as one Polish community leader remarked
pointedly, ‘You danced the hora while we were being burned in the
crematoriums.’42

For many years, an uneasy conspiracy of silence existed between
European immigrants and Israeli Sabras, partly because the
immigrants did not want to speak about their painful experiences,
and partly because Sabras did not want to hear. But partly also
because survivors of the Holocaust had not yet managed to �nd a
voice, particularly in a language that was not yet their own: Aharon
Appelfeld, for example, did not start to express himself until the



mid-1950s, and did not publish his �rst collection of stories until
1962. This does not mean that the subject of the Holocaust was
buried. Far from it. It remained at the forefront of political
consciousness throughout the 1950s.43 For most Sabras, however,
the constant rhetoric about the ‘six million’ or the ‘extermination
camps’ did not touch their souls. Despite its horror, so far as the
Yishuv were concerned, it was still something that had happened to
‘them’, the Diaspora, rather than ‘us’.44

If there was one event that changed this, or at the very least
symbolized a transformation that was starting to take place in Israeli
society, then it was the trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961. Eichmann
was one of the most senior Nazi administrators to be involved in the
Holocaust. In a daring mission – one might even say a ‘heroic’ one –
Israeli agents captured him in Argentina and brought him back to
Jerusalem to face justice. The documentary evidence against him
was overwhelming, so there was never any serious doubt about his
guilt. But his trial was not only about �nding him guilty: it was also
about providing the world – and especially Israeli youth – with an
education on what Jews had su�ered before they had won the right
to their own homeland. ‘This is not an ordinary trial, nor only a
trial,’ stated prime minister Ben-Gurion:

Here for the �rst time in Jewish history, historical justice is being done by the
sovereign Jewish people. For many generations it was we who su�ered, who were
tortured, were killed – and we who were judged. Our adversaries and our murderers
were also our judges. For the �rst time Israel is judging the murderers of the Jewish
people. It is not an individual that is in the dock at this historic trial and not the
Nazi regime alone but anti-Semitism throughout history.45

The trial succeeded in unifying the Jewish people like few other
events in Israel ever have. As dozens of survivors took the stand and
detailed the full extent of the inhumanity they had su�ered at the
hands of the Nazis – but also their attempts at resistance (since the
prosecutors were anxious to show that Holocaust survivors had been
heroes too) – the whole country listened in on its transistor radios.
Commentators like Hannah Arendt criticized these testimonies for



being irrelevant to the speci�c case of Eichmann, but it was these
stories that most gripped the nation. For the �rst time, Sabras began
to regard the Holocaust not as something that had happened to
‘them’, but something that had happened to ‘us’.

In the following decades, while continuing to see itself as a nation
of heroes, Israel adopted a parallel identity as a nation of martyrs.
The Holocaust was no longer just something that had happened to a
di�erent generation on a di�erent continent. Suddenly it had a
universal relevance. Thus when a new war broke out in 1967 – the
Six-Day War – a fear of annihilation gripped the nation as it had
never done before, not only amongst those who had themselves
experienced the Holocaust but also amongst the rest of the
population. ‘People believed we would be exterminated if we lost
the war,’ claimed one young soldier shortly after it was over. ‘We
got this idea – or inherited it – from the concentration camps. It’s a
concrete idea for anyone who has grown up in Israel, even if he
personally didn’t experience Hitler’s persecution, but only heard or
read about it. Genocide – it’s a feasible notion.’46

This sense of shared victimhood was magni�ed six years later
when war broke out once more. In 1973 Israel was taken completely
by surprise when Egypt and Syria attacked it on Yom Kippur, the
holiest day of the Jewish year. The Yom Kippur War was the �rst
time since 1948 when Israel had not been largely in control of
events, and it shook the nation to the core. Once again, a new
Holocaust seemed imminent. ‘We felt totally isolated,’ one colonel
later remembered: ‘the country was about to be destroyed and no
one had stepped forward [to help us] … Until then we believed in
the pairing of the words Holocaust and heroism and identi�ed
ourselves with the heroism. The war made us realize the meaning of
the Holocaust and the limitations of heroism.’47

The Arab ‘Other’



The problem with creating a culture of heroes and martyrs is that
societies cannot believe in such things without also believing in a
monster. The fear of a new Holocaust necessarily implies that
Israel’s enemies are the new Nazis. And since Israel’s most
immediate enemies are Arab nations, it only takes a small leap of
the imagination to start seeing all Arabs – including the Arabs who
live inside Israel – as potential murderers. On the face of it, there is
nothing new about this: Jews have been comparing Arabs to Nazis
since before the Second World War. But before 1945 such
comparisons contained nothing of the vitriol and sense of terror that
was to come in later years.48

One of the many things that divided Israel in the 1940s and 50s
was the fact that di�erent sections of society had di�erent enemies.
For immigrants who had survived the war in Europe, Nazi Germany
was the apogee of evil. For Sephardi Jews, meanwhile, Germany
had never really been the enemy: they had �ed Iraq or Yemen or
Egypt or Morocco in the face of Arab violence and discrimination.
But for those Jews who had grown up in Palestine, and who had
imbibed Zionist ideology with their mother’s milk, there was no real
distinction between Nazis and Arabs, or indeed any of the other
many enemies they had faced in the world: all were incarnations of
the same universal evil of anti-Semitism. As David Ben-Gurion
expressed it in 1947, the Holocaust was ‘merely a climax to the
uninterrupted persecution to which we have been subjected for
centuries’. Or, to put it more succinctly, as Ariel Sharon did almost
sixty years later, ‘We know we can trust no one but ourselves.’49

In such an atmosphere, it is perhaps not surprising that Nazis and
Arabs have become fused into a single, all-purpose enemy. Israel’s
history since independence has only served to exacerbate this
process. Every time Israel has gone to war with its neighbours – as it
has in every decade since it became a nation – it has invoked the
memory of the Holocaust. During the 1948 civil war, for example,
Ben-Gurion described its Jewish casualties as ‘victims of a second
Holocaust’.50 During the 1956 Sinai campaign, Israel’s newspapers
portrayed Egypt’s President Nasser as a potential ‘Hitler of the



East’.51 The 1967 and 1973 wars were accompanied by an
atmosphere of existential panic reminiscent of the atmosphere
during the Holocaust; and the 1982 invasion of Lebanon was
justi�ed by prime minister Menachem Begin’s claims that ‘the
alternative to this operation is Treblinka’.52 At the beginning of the
1990s, when Iraq attacked Israel with Scud missiles during the First
Iraq War, the Israeli press was �lled with articles comparing
Saddam Hussein to Hitler.53 And in 2006 the prime minister,
Benjamin Netanyahu, once again tried to convince Jews throughout
the world that a new Holocaust was imminent: ‘It’s 1938 and Iran is
Germany,’ he said.54

Israel is no longer the nation of heroes it once aspired to be.
Instead it has become a perpetual victim, the ‘Jew amongst nations’,
destined always to be the focus of the world’s hatred in general and
Arab hatred in particular. Any danger (and Israel indeed faces many
dangers) is automatically interpreted as an existential danger. Any
criticism (and Israel is undeniably the subject of utterly
disproportionate criticism) is immediately reimagined as
persecution.

Such a world view has serious consequences, not only for the
nation’s sense of well-being but also for the geopolitical stability of
the whole region. Since Israel is the last refuge for the world’s Jews,
running and hiding is not an option; and in any case, their history
has taught them that running and hiding does not work. In the
minds of many Israelis, therefore, the only course of action open to
them is to stand and �ght, with every means at their disposal.

Herein lies Israel’s greatest fear of all, and one which few dare
even acknowledge. If life is indeed a perpetual war, as Aharon
Appelfeld suggests, then it will almost inevitably involve committing
atrocities at some level. An existential war cannot be fought half-
heartedly. When a nation faces not only defeat but annihilation, it
must be prepared to do anything.

Nation of Monsters



In 1948, at the very moment when the Jewish people were planning
their brave new society and aspiring to become a beacon of justice
and hope for the world, Jewish troops had already begun entering
Arab villages, terrorizing the civilian populations who lived there
and driving them away. This was done for good reason: any Arab
populations that existed close to Jewish settlements were
automatically a threat. Neither was it anything special: many other
nations were doing exactly the same thing, at exactly the same time,
to ethnic minorities that were considered hostile – all across eastern
Europe, for example, or in India and Pakistan. But this was hardly
the new start in life that the idealists had envisaged.

The o�cial version of this violent chapter in Israel’s history is
that the Arabs were not formally expelled, but �ed of their own
accord in order to escape the civil war. But even those who took
part in military operations at the time acknowledge that Arabs were
purposely driven away, and that an atmosphere of extreme violence
and brutality encouraged them to go.55 Hundreds of villages were
cleared, and later razed to the ground. Inevitably, there were
atrocities. At Lydda an anti-tank gun was deliberately �red into a
mosque where terri�ed civilians were trying to �nd shelter from the
�ghting.56 There are several instances of cold-blooded massacres,
most famously at Deir Yassin, where at least a hundred men, women
and children – and some estimates put the number substantially
higher – were murdered by Jewish forces.57 At Dawaymeh,
according to the Israeli government’s own sources, Jewish troops
killed dozens of prisoners, burned Palestinian women alive in their
houses and killed Palestinian children by breaking their skulls
open.58

Since 1948 there have been many, many other crimes. In 1956
Arab civilians were also massacred at Kafr Qasim.59 After the Six-
Day War in 1967, Israeli soldiers sometimes talked about witnessing
the unlawful killing of prisoners of war.60 In 1991, during the First
Intifada, Haaretz journalist Ari Shavit exposed the routine torture of
Arab inmates in Israeli detention camps in Gaza.61 In 2014, Human
Rights Watch accused Israel of war crimes because of its



‘indiscriminate’ and ‘unlawfully disproportionate’ shelling of civilian
areas in the Gaza Strip.62 The list could go on and on.

When one catalogues these atrocities one after another, as a
generation of historians has done ever since the 1980s, it is easy to
see that Israel is not the nation of heroes it believes itself to be; nor
is it a nation of victims. Writers like Benny Morris, Avi Shlaim and
Ilan Pappé – the ‘New Historians’, as they are known – have
demonstrated quite meticulously that Israel is capable both of
defending itself and committing its own atrocities. They have been
joined by Jewish academics in the Diaspora, as well as by
Palestinian historians, who are understandably keen to dismantle
the network of self-serving myths that Israel has built up over the
years.63 But in focusing such attention on Israeli misdeeds, the
pendulum has swung the other way. Now a new myth has appeared:
Israel is no longer a nation of heroes or victims, but a nation of
perpetrators.

Once again, the language that is used to express this new
mythology is the language of the Second World War. It is common
today to hear claims that Israel is a ‘fascist’ state, that it is guilty of
‘ethnic cleansing’ or even ‘genocide’. The Arab term for the 1948
expulsions – the Nakba (‘the catastrophe’) – is now frequently
portrayed as the Palestinian equivalent of the Holocaust.64 Since the
turn of the millennium, anti-Israel demonstrations have occurred all
over the world in which placards have been raised juxtaposing the
Israeli �ag with the swastika.65 Even mainstream political parties
have started making the link between Israelis and Nazis: in Britain,
for example, the Labour Party had to implore its members in 2016
to stop comparing the Israel-Palestine con�ict to the Holocaust.66

These comparisons are made not only by outsiders but also within
Israel itself, where some Jewish intellectuals have been calling their
own nation a ‘Judeo-Nazi’ state ever since the 1980s.67 Even those
who despair of such comparisons admit that, given Jewish history, it
has become almost impossible not to make them. In his 1991 exposé
of Israel’s prison camps, for example, Ari Shavit made it clear that
parallels between Israel and Nazi Germany had no historical basis



whatsoever – there were no Israeli gas chambers, no medical
experiments on human beings, no organized mass killings. ‘The
problem is that there isn’t enough lack of similarity. The lack of
similarity is not strong enough to silence once and for all the evil
echoes.’68

Nation of Splits

Invoking the Holocaust is not the same as understanding it. Aharon
Appelfeld, who has spent a lifetime thinking about the emotional
consequences of the Second World War, has always rejected the
black-and-white view of history that so regularly surfaces in his
country. None of the characters in his novels are heroes or martyrs
or monsters – just damaged people who ‘spend their entire lives
wondering how they should live and what they should do’. Israel, he
believes, could learn from such people. ‘Sometimes it seems to me
that in a country so awash with ideology, it’s impossible to write
literature. Life itself, in all its complexity, is not something we really
ponder.’69

The international community could also learn from such
characters. We too should be careful not to people our imagination
with heroes, martyrs and monsters, but acknowledge the
complexities of life in our modern, postwar world. Every nation
believes itself heroic or martyred on some level, and has a list of
other nations it believes to be monsters. Israel is frequently on that
list. No other country of equivalent size and importance has
generated anywhere near the same number of column inches in the
world’s newspapers, or has received anything like the same
attention on our TVs, radios and computer screens. Political parties
all over the world declare their ‘Israel policy’ in a way that would be
unthinkable with regard to any other country: few national parties
have an ‘Indonesia policy’, for example, or a ‘Kenya policy’ or a
‘Venezuela policy’. The Israel/Palestine question is a global problem



– and perpetually so – in a way that other geopolitical stand-o�s
simply are not.70

The question we need to ask ourselves is why this should be. I do
not wish to belittle any of the crimes and misjudgements committed
by Israel, which are many and substantial and are rightly
condemned around the world. I do, however, want to put them in
context. The expulsion of the Arabs in 1948, which occurred during
a brutal civil war, was not nearly as cold blooded as the similar
expulsions that were occurring all over Europe at exactly the same
time and often with far greater cruelty. Almost 12 million Germans
were expelled from various parts of eastern Europe after the Second
World War was supposed to be �nished. Likewise, almost 1.2
million Poles were expelled from Lithuania, Ukraine and Belarus
and almost half a million Ukrainians were expelled from Poland.
Hungarians were expelled from Slovakia, Italians were expelled
from Croatia, Albanians were expelled from Greece and Turks were
expelled from Bulgaria. Meanwhile, the partition of India and
Pakistan in 1947 involved 12–15 million refugees on both sides, and
probably a million deaths. If all of these other expulsions have been
accepted, forgotten or buried – certainly by the international
community, if not always by the nations involved – why is it that
the Palestinian expulsion remains a global issue to this day?71

Israel has committed repeated human rights violations; then
again, so have all its Arab neighbours, without causing anything like
the same international outrage. Israel has often treated its own Arab
Muslim citizens appallingly – but other nations across the world
have also demonized and persecuted their Muslim minorities,
especially since 2001, without provoking half so much indignation.
The greatest crime of which Israel is accused – the occupation of the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip – has inspired repeated and growing
protest all over the world. And yet many other nations around the
world have also fought, occupied and oppressed smaller states since
the end of the Second World War, including every permanent
member of the UN Security Council. If it is right that Israel should
be pressured into relinquishing its control of the Palestinian



territories, it must also be right that other, more powerful nations
should be forced to undergo the same unwavering scrutiny.

The truth is that popular objections towards Israel often say as
much about the people who are objecting as they do about Israel
itself. Alongside those who know about Israel, and who criticize it
for good, sound reasons, are many fellow travellers who have
latched on to the subject for reasons that have little to do with Israel
at all. For example, some Americans attack Israel as a way of
expressing a more general anger against American foreign policy in
the Middle East, particularly its disastrous and costly occupation of
Iraq after 2003. In Europe, where much of the criticism of Israel
comes from the liberal left, that criticism increases markedly
whenever Israel elects a right-wing government. Indeed, for liberal
Europeans, anti-Zionism is a good way to express antipathy towards
nationalism in general. In Southeast Asia, meanwhile, Muslims who
express hatred for Israel very rarely have any idea what Israel is
actually like: they are merely using this as a way to demonstrate
Islamist solidarity. Mixed in with all of these points of view is a
great deal of misinformation, historical nonsense and ancient
prejudice against Jews, or Arabs, or both; all of which has the
unfortunate consequence of devaluing genuine criticism of Israel
and of its neighbours.

In the Middle East itself, hatred of Israel is a convenient way for
governments to distract attention from their own internal problems.
In the aftermath of the Second World War, people all over this
region expected the birth of a brave new world. They rejoiced in
throwing o� the yoke of colonialism, entertained dreams of Arab
unity and found disappointment when the battles they had fought
for freedom, for civil rights, for better living conditions and for their
own, myriad visions of Utopia had to be refought again and again.
In all these countries, just as in Israel, life has been a perpetual war.
The Arab-Israeli con�ict has been just one war amongst many: there
have also been the Iranian Revolution, the Lebanese Civil War, the
Iran-Iraq War, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, the Arab Spring, the



Syrian Civil War, and several civil wars in Yemen, to name but a
few.

If Jews and Arabs could only see past their di�erences, they
would realize that they actually have a great deal in common. Both
peoples have a long history of being treated as inferiors, neither
liked nor respected by the more powerful nations of the world, and
certainly not trusted to take responsibility for their own fate. Before
the Second World War they were played o� against one another by
the British; after the Second World War they were played o� against
one another by the superpowers. All of the nations in the region
were forced to �ght for their independence, and all have spent much
of the postwar period trying to build new institutions and new ways
of governing themselves, while simultaneously resisting attempts by
the outside world to meddle in their internal a�airs.

It is easy for the rest of the world to sit on the sidelines and
condemn one side or the other, but we too are part of the problem.
By indulging a narrative of heroes and villains, monsters and
martyrs, we perpetuate a view of the world where it becomes
impossible to be ordinary, �awed, human. We are all obliged to
�ght, as the characters in Aharon Appelfeld’s books, to �nd some
way to struggle through life. This is the case with every nation in
the Middle East – perhaps indeed with every nation in the world –
but it is particularly the case with Israel, whose history always
draws it back to the Second World War.



20. European Nationalism

If a nation is nothing but an imagined community, then what is to
stop us from reimagining it? Rather than showing loyalty only to
those who live in our own group, or our own country, could we not
align ourselves instead with the whole of humanity? In the
aftermath of the war, this was the argument of the world federalist
movement. Activists like Garry Davis and Cord Meyer, and
in�uential thinkers like Emery Reves and Albert Einstein, suggested
that by a mere act of the imagination world peace might at last
become a reality. All we had to do was to give up our emotional
attachment to nation-states, and start treating all of humanity as a
uni�ed whole.

As we have seen, however, few parts of the world took to this new
idea. For the superpowers, there seemed no reason to abandon
nationalism: it had served them well throughout the war, and
brought them victory. In countries like Indonesia, Kenya and
Venezuela people actively began to embrace nationalism in 1945 as
a new force for freedom and democracy. Meanwhile, in Israel,
Zionism was being promoted as the only way to rescue the world’s
remaining Jews from anti-Semitism. All over the world, the idea of
the nation-state seemed to have been strengthened by the war,
rather than weakened by it.

If there was one possible exception to this rule, then it was in
Europe. This was the only region of the world where substantial
numbers of people actively supported the idea of abandoning
nationalism as an ideal. People here had witnessed at �rst hand the
devastation that nationalism could wreak if allowed to run out of
control; and as a consequence many of them longed for a new



ideology that would free them from the endless cycle of wars that
had blighted the continent for centuries.

Thus it was in Europe rather than in any other part of the world
that this dream �rst took hold. The idea of what would come to be
known as the ‘European project’ was far more workable than that of
world federalism. Unlike its larger cousin, the European project
never had to grapple with the idea of including the Soviet Union. It
also had the opportunity to start as a small movement – just a
handful of countries – and grow over time. It was therefore far more
successful than world federalism ever was: over the coming decades
it would give rise to the largest, most powerful supranational
organization in the world.

One of the main architects of this dream of a federalist Europe was
an Italian journalist named Altiero Spinelli. His story is well known
in Europe, but since it lies at the heart of what the continent would
become in the decades after the war it warrants a brief retelling
here.1

Spinelli began the Second World War as a political prisoner,
interned on the island of Ventotene, twenty-�ve miles o� the coast
of Italy. He had been arrested in the late 1920s for conspiring
against Mussolini’s Fascist regime, and had spent the last twelve
years in various prisons and internment camps, with nothing to do
but read up on political philosophy and dream up new schemes and
agendas for the liberation of mankind.

In 1941 he and a follow prisoner, Ernesto Rossi, began to write a
blueprint for a new Europe. In it, they predicted that the war would
eventually be won by the Allies, but that if nothing was done to
change the political structure of the continent it would be a hollow
victory. ‘The population … does not know exactly what it wants or
how to act,’ they wrote. ‘A thousand bells ring in its ears. With its
millions of minds, it cannot orientate itself, and it breaks up in a
number of tendencies, currents and factions, all struggling with one
another.’ Spinelli and Rossi believed that unless the people of
Europe had a new cause to unite them after the war, they would



inevitably turn back to their old national rivalries and jealousies,
and it would be only a matter of time before the whole of Europe
would once again be consumed by con�ict.2

The key to ending this vicious cycle, they wrote, was to give the
people something higher to aim for. It was nationalism that had
allowed Europe’s people to be exploited, divided, conquered and,
ultimately, pitted against one another. Indeed, the nation-state was
‘the fundamental enemy of freedom’. The only way to end both war
and other forms of exploitation, therefore, was for the peoples of
Europe to take power away from their individual governments and
create a separate, higher body. If this could be brought to happen,
war could be made a thing of the past, and the continent might at
last become ‘a free and united Europe’.3

They wrote their manifesto on cigarette papers – writing paper
was hard to come by during the war, especially in an internment
camp – and smuggled it to the mainland in a bag belonging to the
wife of one of the other prisoners. In 1943, when the Allies invaded
southern Italy, Spinelli was at last set free. He immediately set about
disseminating his manifesto amongst the Resistance movements
both in Italy and in other parts of Europe. But progress was slow. As
1945 arrived, it quickly became clear that his vision of Europe
would not come about as he had hoped, spontaneously, in the
revolutionary rush of optimism that accompanied the end of the
war. Nor would it be implemented methodically by the Allies after a
peace conference. The Allies in western Europe were not interested
in new political ideas after the war – it was all they could do merely
to maintain law and order.



Altiero Spinelli’s prison �le, 1937, after he was interned for political reasons.

So Spinelli was forced to revise his plans. Instead of creating a
new, federal Europe all at once, he and his fellow internationalists
would have to do it the hard way, through negotiation and
compromise. For the next forty years he would campaign tirelessly



as international treaties between nations were fought over, clause
by clause. Though he was always a Communist at heart, he had no
qualms about working collaboratively with socialists, liberals and
Christian Democrats – indeed, he no longer believed in the
ideological divide between left and right. For Spinelli, the only true
divide was between those who were still devoted to nationalism and
those who were willing to put their faith in a supranational state.

The �rst breakthrough was the creation of the European Coal and
Steel Community (ECSC) in 1951. Six years later, in the Treaty of
Rome, the European Economic Community (EEC) was created – a
common market and customs union between Belgium, France, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and West Germany. This was
gradually expanded to include Denmark, Ireland and the UK in
1973, Greece in 1981 and Portugal and Spain in 1986. The �nal
goal was always supposed to be full integration between states: not
only economically but also with a single legislature and a uni�ed
foreign policy.

In 1979, for the �rst time, people all over Europe took part in
direct elections to the European Parliament, and Spinelli was elected
to represent Central Italy. He used his new position to champion the
idea of open borders without passport controls, and was
instrumental in persuading the European Parliament to vote for the
next step in the process – full European union.

Spinelli died in 1986, just months after the Single European Act
was signed at The Hague. He did not live to see the fall of the Berlin
Wall, and the subsequent rush by eastern European countries to join
the European Union (EU). He never witnessed the Maastricht
Treaty, and the creation of the Single European Currency; or the
Lisbon Treaty, which strengthened the role of the European
Parliament. But he is remembered today as a man who was
instrumental in bringing these things about. In 1993, in recognition
of his achievements, the largest building in the European Parliament
complex in Brussels was named in his honour.





The European dream: Reijn Dirksen’s 1950 poster, originally created to promote the
Marshall Plan.

The Survival of Nationalism

The European Union is probably the most successful supranational
institution in the world, and the only one ever to have wrested
signi�cant sovereignty away from its member states. It has the
Second World War to thank for this. The destruction and loss of life
in Europe was so great that its statesmen became far more open to
the ideas of visionaries like Spinelli, and were willing to pool
sovereignty in a way that would have been unthinkable in other
parts of the world.

On the surface, this merging seems to have been very successful:
in 2012 the EU was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for the way it
had transformed Europe ‘from a continent of war to a continent of
peace’.4 But there are some obvious problems with this rosy view of
postwar history. The �rst is the idea that Europe remained at peace.
Anyone who has lived through the latter half of the twentieth
century knows that, far from being at peace, both halves of Europe
lived under the almost constant threat of a third world war. Actual
con�ict was avoided not by the creation of the EU and its
forerunners, but by the prospect of mutually assured destruction.
There are many historians who argue that it was not the EU that
kept the peace in Europe at all, but rather the wider Western
defence pact established by the formation of NATO.5

The second problem is the idea that all of Europe was united in an
ambition to eradicate the nation-state. For all those who applauded
the merging of nations, there were plenty of others who found the
idea profoundly uncomfortable. They had fought the Second World
War not for an internationalist ideal, but to liberate their countries
from the Nazis. What mattered to them was their own national
independence – in this respect, they were not so di�erent from the
people of Indonesia or Kenya after 1945. The thought that they



should now voluntarily cede independence, having fought so hard
for it, seemed absurd: it would take much more than a manifesto
written on cigarette papers to make them turn away from the ideas
that had sustained them through the darkest hours of the war.

The truth is that, if the Second World War strengthened the idea
of the nation-state around the world, then it had the same e�ect in
Europe. Victorious Britain, much like the superpowers, saw no
reason to pool sovereignty with anyone else. It was sceptical of the
European dream right from the start: Britain refused to join the
ECSC in 1951. The French, who were frantically trying to restore
their national pride after the war, were often equally sceptical. They
sometimes had to be bullied into cooperation by the Americans,
who threatened to withdraw the promise of �nancial aid if they did
not show a more collaborative attitude.6 Even the Italians did not
generally rally to Spinelli’s calls. Those on the right continued to
regard the nation as their highest ideal; and those on the left
regarded internationalism as a condition that would only come to
pass once the Communists had won power throughout the
continent: Spinelli’s vision did not satisfy either of these groups. The
story was largely the same elsewhere in Europe.

Altiero Spinelli did not have to wait long before his project
encountered its �rst major setback. In 1954, he and other
Europhiles had been arguing for the creation of a collective
European army, but, while their plan was agreed in principle, the
French parliament refused to ratify it. This happened for a variety of
reasons, the most important of which was a dark memory of the
Second World War. As Charles de Gaulle remarked sarcastically,
‘Since victorious France has an army and defeated Germany has
none, let us suppress the French Army.’7 The French parliament
could not countenance anything that might look to the electorate as
though they were allowing West Germany to rearm.

In the years since then, there have been many nationalist
rejections of European plans and treaties, even in those countries
that have embraced the European project most enthusiastically. In
1984 the Danish parliament voted to reject the Single European Act,



and eight years later the Danish people also voted to reject the
Maastricht Treaty. The British were quick to reject the adoption of a
single European currency in the 1990s, amidst claims that the
monetary policy behind it was ‘a German racket designed to take
over the whole of Europe’.8 In 2005 popular referendums in France
and the Netherlands rejected a European constitution. In 2009 the
Czech Republic refused to sign the Lisbon Treaty, again because of
nationalist fears over German intentions. On each occasion,
Europhiles were forced to make signi�cant concessions to the
individual countries involved. And, as some of these examples show,
the memory of the Second World War was never far from the
surface. In 2016 the people of Britain would deliver the ultimate
rejection of the European project by voting to leave it altogether.

If nationalism has never gone away in western Europe, in eastern
Europe it was never even challenged. Unlike in the West, the
Eastern Bloc countries never had the chance to re�ect on the
excesses of their own nationalism during the war because for many
of them the war never really ended: the Nazi occupation was merely
replaced in 1945 by Soviet occupation.9 Thus, Ukraine and the
Baltic States continued �ghting wars of national liberation well into
the 1950s, and passive resistance to the Soviets continued
throughout the 1960s, 70s and 80s. Other nationalist uprisings
against Soviet power also occurred in East Germany (in 1953),
Hungary (1956), Czechoslovakia (1968) and Poland (in the early
1980s).

When the Iron Curtain �nally fell in the early 1990s, eastern
European countries �ocked to join the EU, but this did not mean
they wanted to relinquish their nationalism. Quite the opposite:
joining the EU was seen by many as an insurance policy against any
future attack on their new-found independence from Moscow. As
Poland’s president, Aleksander Kwaśniewski, put it, membership of
the EU would provide ‘security to Poland, to every Polish city and
village, to each Polish family’. Latvia’s president went so far as to



invoke memories of the Second World War, claiming that joining
the EU sounded the death knell for the Nazi–Soviet pact of 1939.10

In such an atmosphere, the internationalist ethos of the European
project never properly took root. As in western Europe, the idea that
eastern European nations might have to relinquish some of their
new-found sovereignty to a higher body awoke unpleasant
memories of the past. One needs only consider some of the slogans
used by Eurosceptics during the various referendum campaigns to
see how fearful some people were about the European project.
‘Yesterday Moscow, tomorrow Brussels,’ warned conservatives in
Poland; ‘EU = Soviet Union’, claimed posters in Latvia, and in the
Czech Republic Eurosceptics crafted an EU symbol entwined with a
hammer and sickle. Alongside memories of the Soviets, nationalists
have also invoked memories of the Nazis. In January 2016, the
Polish news magazine Wprost published an issue with a full page
photograph on its cover depicting Angela Merkel as a new Hitler,
surrounded on all sides by leading EU �gures dressed in Nazi
uniforms. For people who entertain such thoughts, the EU is not a
beacon of democracy and freedom, but a reminder of repression and
enslavement.11

Nationalism Fights Back

In the perennial debate over sovereignty, neither Europhiles nor
Eurosceptics always act entirely rationally. Deep collective fears lie
beneath the reasoned arguments of both sides. Europhiles like to
present themselves as hopeful, outward looking, welcoming of
foreign cultures; but they are also inwardly terri�ed of being
excluded from a club, of being forced to compete with one another,
perhaps even �ght with one another. The memory of the Second
World War so haunts them that any suggestion that the EU might
break up is automatically greeted with predictions of a return to war
‘within a generation’.12 Eurosceptics, meanwhile, like to present
themselves as libertarians battling for the rights of individuals, but



they are also driven by the anxiety that an alien group might take
away their jobs, their rights, their freedoms, and that if they give in
to the pressure to assimilate they might lose themselves in the
undi�erentiated mass of the group. There is nothing new about
these fears: they are universal and timeless symptoms of the human
condition. But memories of the Second World War and its aftermath
give Europhiles and Eurosceptics alike a focus for these fears, and
allow them to make some kind of sense out of them.

Perhaps the starkest demonstration of how the Second World War
is used in this way came in the summer of 2016, when the UK held
a referendum over whether to remain in the European Union. The
referendum came at the end of a twenty-�ve-year campaign by
British nationalists to force the issue of Europe to the top of the
political agenda. Throughout this period, nationalists had always
celebrated victory in the Second World War as proof that Britain
was a nation of heroes, and that Europe was holding them back.
This narrative ran directly counter to European myths, which
always emphasized the war as a tragedy rather than a triumph.
When the time came for Britain to vote on its membership of the
European Union, therefore, these two versions of history came up
directly against one another.

All of a sudden, the Second World War seemed to be a regular
news topic. For example, in an address to the nation, the prime
minister, David Cameron, invoked the image of the Second World
War cemeteries, and implied that the postwar European peace
would come to an end if Britain left the EU.13 The US president,
Barack Obama, who visited Britain during the campaign, also
begged the British to vote ‘Remain’ by referring to a time when
Britain and America had ‘spilt blood together on the battle�eld’.14

Meanwhile, ‘Leave’ campaigners invoked the ‘spirit of Dunkirk’ in
1940, as if the battle to escape the EU were the same as the battle to
escape the Nazis. Nigel Farage, the leader of the UK Independence
Party (UKIP), even made a habit of playing the theme tune from the
war movie The Great Escape from his campaign bus.15



In this bizarre battle over British cultural memories of the Second
World War, all nuance was lost. A perfect example of how absurd
things got was the public argument in the press over what Britain’s
wartime prime minister, Winston Churchill, would have voted had
he been alive. ‘Leave’ campaigners were quick to claim him as their
own, saying it was his kind of spirit that would make Britain the
‘heroes of Europe’ again. ‘Remain’ campaigners responded by
pointing out that Churchill had championed the idea of a ‘United
States of Europe’ in the aftermath of the war. Then ‘Leavers’ claimed
they had ‘proof’ from the 1950s that Churchill had loathed the idea
of European integration, to which ‘Remainers’ countered that he had
publicly backed the EEC in 1962. Nobody stopped to consider what
relevance, if any, this argument had on how Britain should see itself
in the twenty-�rst century.16

The �nal, predictable move came when both sides of the
campaign began comparing one another to Nazis. After UKIP
unveiled a campaign poster demonizing immigrants, ‘Remain’
campaigners immediately compared it to Nazi propaganda �lms of
the 1930s. Not to be outdone, prominent ‘Leavers’ compared their
rivals to Hitler’s propaganda minister, Josef Goebbels, and their
economics experts to Nazi scientists.17 The former mayor of London,
Boris Johnson, was just one of many who turned EU myths of
postwar solidarity on their head by claiming that the whole
European project was just a modern incarnation of Nazi plans for a
united Europe.18

Communism also got a mention, though not until after the
referendum was over. When EU leaders met together at the island of
Ventotene in the wake of the British vote, a venue chosen
deliberately to remind them of Altiero Spinelli and his manifesto,
the Daily Telegraph ran a piece denouncing Spinelli as a Communist
who had planned a ‘secret’ takeover of Europe. No mention was
made of the fact that Spinelli was a very unusual kind of Communist
– one who had shunned Stalinism right from the beginning, sided
with the USA during the Cold War and spent a lifetime championing



the rights of the individual. Once again, all nuance had been
trampled on.19

As a British citizen, I watched these events unfold with growing
despair. What upset me most was the atmosphere in which the
debate took place. The sensible concerns on both sides about
democracy, jobs, the economy and EU bureaucracy were quickly
lost in a tsunami of exaggerations, obfuscations and outright lies
from both sides. The most famous of these was the claim by the
‘Leave’ campaign that Brexit would save Britain £350 million per
week, which, despite being denounced by the UK Statistics
Authority, continued to be writ large across the side of their
campaign bus. But the ‘Remain’ side also made exaggerated and
emotional claims – particularly about how a vote to leave would
inevitably lead to a new recession. In such an atmosphere, rational
debate became virtually impossible.20

My fellow historians were not immune to this atmosphere. A
group of them – 380 of the most important and well-known
historians in the country – wrote an open letter to the nation in
which they too invoked the memory of the Second World War. By
leaving the European Union, they warned, Britain would encourage
other nations to hold the rest of Europe to ransom in pursuit of their
own sel�sh aims. Separatism would inevitably increase – not only
national separatism but also regional separatism in places like
Scotland and Catalonia – and the whole continent would be
destabilized. ‘Given the dangers it currently faces, Europe cannot
a�ord this kind of splintering and with it the dangers of national
rivalry and insecurity that bedevilled Europe’s history before
1945.’21 For a while, I considered joining this group. I passionately
believed that Britain should remain in the EU, despite its obvious
�aws, but I held o� because the Manichaean tone of their letter
went against everything I have always argued for: the message they
were pushing was one of the main reasons why the ‘Remain’
campaign had been widely dubbed ‘project fear’.



On 23 june 2016 the UK voted to leave the EU by a margin of
around 52 per cent to 48. In the following days I experienced a wide
range of emotions: shock, disbelief, disappointment, dread. I had
�nally succumbed to the fervour that seemed to have gripped
everyone else in the country for months, and spent many hours
angrily remonstrating with friends and neighbours about how
foolish my countrymen were – but since most of my friends and
neighbours had also voted to ‘Remain’, they too were in shock. A
profound sense of doom settled over us. I berated myself for not
joining the other pro-EU historians – not because I was foolish
enough to believe that it would have made any di�erence, but
because I was ashamed at not having strained every sinew in an
e�ort to avert what I saw as a disaster.

It was only after a few days that I was able to pull myself
together. I told myself that I had been acting foolishly. As a
historian I know that the tides of history rarely turn on a single
moment like this one. I also know that it is impossible to predict the
future: history is littered with predictions of doom that never came
to pass (and, indeed, equally ill-fated predictions of peace and
harmony). There was no reason to suppose that the Eurosceptics
weren’t right: perhaps Britain and Europe might be better o�
without one another after all. I sat down and did something that I
should have done weeks before – I took a pen and paper and tried to
compile a list of hard facts about the pros and cons of leaving the
EU. I quickly realized that the task was impossible. Without
knowing what the future relationship with Europe was going to be,
there was no way to gauge whether it was likely to be worse or
better than what Britain was throwing away.

So what was it that had prompted me to react so strongly? Was it
an exaggerated sense of Britain’s importance? Did I really imagine
that the whole European edi�ce might crumble without my
country? Or was I merely reacting, belatedly, to the months of
division and enmity I had just witnessed, and imagining those
schisms writ large?



Increasingly my thoughts drew me back both to 1945 and to the
letter written by my fellow pro-EU historians. It eventually dawned
on me that Brexit on its own was not the problem: it was what
Brexit represented that had made me so anxious. The context of the
vote was as important as the vote itself. In the years leading up to
the referendum I had witnessed an economic crisis, the rise of
radical populism across Europe, a resurgent Russia �exing its
geopolitical muscles, and the growing impotence of international
institutions like the UN and the EU. Any historian failing to see
parallels between these events and those that led to the Second
World War would have to be blind. Compared to such
developments, the Brexit vote was not really so bad, but since it
reversed a policy that had been established in my country for the
best part of �fty years, it too looked like a step back towards the
past.

Given such a context, it is perhaps little wonder that I reacted
badly. For all our attempts at rational detachment, historians are
emotional creatures just like anyone else.

The Abuse of History

It is one thing to be a�ected by events which remind us of the past,
but quite another to deliberately invoke the past with the express
purpose of in�uencing the reactions of others. Harnessing the
symbols of the Second World War for political purposes is hardly
unique to Britain. Throughout this book I have outlined many
examples of how the memory of the war has been manipulated to
serve dubious ends, but let me give one more example which
demonstrates how insidious this process is, and where it is leading
us. It is an example that has almost nothing to do with the EU,
except to show how irrelevant the EU’s aims appear to most
nationalists.

In 2008 the Polish government commissioned the building of a
brand-new museum devoted to the Second World War. They



appointed a history professor to be its director, and briefed him to
create an exhibition that put the Polish experience of the war at its
heart. They were quite right to do so: despite the fact that Poland
was the main battleground of the Second World War in Europe,
Polish perspectives have never been given the prominence they
deserve in a history that is generally dominated by Soviet, American
and British narratives.

The director they appointed, Paweł Machcewicz, was a proud
Pole; but �rst and foremost he was a proud historian. He knew that
if the proposed museum was to be meaningful it could not
concentrate exclusively on Polish experiences – after all, its subject
was a world war, not merely a Polish one. So he came up with a
concept that was similar to the approach that I myself have tried to
take with this book: he would use the experience of Polish civilians
during the Second World War as a microcosm of something much
greater, and at each point compare and contrast events in Poland
with events in other parts of Europe and the world. Polish
perspectives would remain central to his exhibition, but he wanted
to make sure that visitors from around the world would also be able
to come here and recognize their own experience of the war. To
achieve this aim, Machcewicz assembled an advisory board of
historians not only from Poland but also from institutions in the
USA, Russia, Britain, France, Germany and Israel. To their credit,
the Polish government wholeheartedly backed his vision.22

In 2015, however, a new government was elected. The radical
nationalist Law and Justice Party (PiS) had swept to power by
portraying Poland as a noble victim besieged by enemies past and
present. The new culture minister, Piotr Gliński, wanted the
exhibition to re�ect his party’s world view, with a greater emphasis
on the nation’s heroism and martyrdom during the war. The
museum was, he said, ‘not Polish enough’.

In the autumn of 2016, just a few months before the museum was
due to open, Gliński announced that it would be merged with an
alternative museum devoted to the doomed heroism of Polish troops
during the 1939 Battle of Westerplatte. The merger was an obvious



ruse: since the Westerplatte Museum barely existed even on paper, it
was merely an excuse to create a new institution, so that Gliński
might oust Machcewicz and his team, and reverse eight years of
their work. In the following days, dozens of historians from around
the world, including myself, wrote to Gliński begging him to
reconsider. Then the Polish ombudsman questioned the legality of
the merger, and it was handed over to the courts.

I visited the exhibition on 22 January 2017, as part of a select
group of historians and journalists. Machcewicz and his team
wanted to present a preview of their work to us on that day because
they were not sure if they would ever get the chance to do so again:
the Polish Supreme Court was due to give its verdict on the
prospective merger the following day. The whole occasion was
almost unbearably poignant. Not only was the exhibition itself quite
an emotional experience – it was a more comprehensive antidote to
the idea that war is glorious than I have ever seen in a museum –
but uncertainty about the exhibition’s future only added to the
emotion.

The day after I visited, the Supreme Court upheld the
government’s decision to change the focus of the museum, but
shortly afterwards another court granted Paweł Machcewicz a
temporary reprieve. At the time of writing it is yet to be seen
whether Machcewicz will keep his job and whether the exhibition
he and his team put together will be tampered with in order to suit
the narrow views of one small part of the Polish political spectrum.

What this story demonstrates, as much as the argument over
Brexit does, is that history matters: as the novelist George Orwell
put it in 1949, ‘Who controls the past controls the future.’
Furthermore, as the foundation stone of postwar European culture,
it is the history of the Second World War that matters the most.
Politicians throughout the continent know instinctively that
whoever controls our understanding of the war wields a powerful
political tool.

Historians like Paweł Machcewicz have tried to present the war as
a communal experience, a global tragedy that a�ected di�erent



parts of the world in di�erent ways, but which nevertheless a�ected
everybody. It is an inclusive view of history, shared and promoted
by institutions like the EU, that allows space for contemplating the
reality that nobody comes out of a world war entirely unscathed or
unblemished. Radical nationalists, by contrast, want merely to
highlight the su�ering and heroism of one small slice of the whole,
as if their experience is the only one that matters. They place blame
exclusively upon outsiders, and promote a mythological narrative
which ensures that the untarnished sanctity of the nation can be
upheld. In such a world view, the nation is the only group that
matters. The bigger picture is happily sacri�ced, along with
opportunities for reconciliation between former enemies, for the
sake of national unity.

What such ideologues often fail to appreciate is that ‘national
unity’ is itself a myth. Poland does not speak with a single voice any
more than does Britain, France, or any other nation in Europe. The
only thing that allows them to imagine themselves as a single
community is a certain amount of �exibility in what de�nes a Pole,
or a Brit, or a Frenchman. Any attempt to impose a single point of
view will necessarily lead to con�ict.

Herein lies a danger, because if a nation is nothing but an
imagined community, then it can be re-imagined – not only as a
larger group, like the EU, but also as a succession of smaller groups,
splintered o� from the whole. As Altiero Spinelli wrote in his
Ventotene manifesto, when a thousand bells are ringing in the ears
of Europe’s people, what is to stop them breaking up into
‘tendencies, currents and factions, all struggling with one another’?

Today, as in 1945, it is not only Europe that is dangerously
divided, but also nations like Britain and Poland. The Second World
War, which once provided the inspiration for the nations of Europe
to unite, has now become as much of an inspiration for nationalists
and regional separatists – and indeed anyone else with an axe to
grind. The postwar European project, after more than seventy years,
has at last begun to fragment.



PART VI

Ten Thousand Fragments



21. Trauma

In the last section I explored some of the ideals and dreams that
inspired nations to split away from empires and other supranational
bodies. This was often a violent process. Many colonies not only had
to �ght for their independence but also su�ered civil con�ict
afterwards as groups with di�erent ideologies struggled to win
control of government. And yet few people who live in these nations
today would dispute that the process was worthwhile in the end.
Freedom, they say, is worth �ghting for.

But what happens when the splitting of one people from another
is not something that they have chosen? What if it is carried out
against their will? In the wake of the Second World War it was not
only empires that broke apart but also nations, communities and
families, and this splitting was often something done not by them,
but to them.

One nation that has su�ered more than most in this respect is
Korea. Colonized by Japan before the Second World War, and
ruthlessly exploited during it, Korea was �nally liberated by the
Allies in 1945. But its deliverance from the Japanese brought it no
peace. Instead it was divided by its liberators – the Soviets in the
north and the Americans to the south – whose contrasting visions
for the country would end up splitting it violently, and permanently,
in two.

As a young woman, Choi Myeong-sun witnessed many of these
events, and as a consequence su�ered splits of her own. Her story is
emblematic of what it meant to be powerless in the face of the
inhuman forces that exploited and divided her country.



Choi was born in 1926, in a poor suburb of Seoul. Even before the
Second World War she grew up in the presence of a nameless dread.
When she was eight or nine years old her big sister, who was very
beautiful, had suddenly disappeared. For the next two or three years
nobody knew what had happened to her, and Choi’s mother would
frequently spend her days weeping. Then, one day, her sister
reappeared. She looked terrible, ‘like a beggar … nothing but
bones’. Nobody told Choi what had happened, but she knew the
Japanese police were somehow involved, and she overheard the
neighbours saying that it was the fate of any pretty woman ‘to
endure misfortune’. Over the following months Choi watched her
sister waste away from some mysterious illness. She died within a
year.1

When the Second World War came the rest of the family quickly
began to break apart, as Choi later remembered: ‘I was particularly
close to my second brother, but he was drafted into the military
when he was just over twenty. Shortly afterwards my oldest brother
moved with his wife and family to Manchuria in search of work, and
I was left alone with my parents. I missed my second brother very
much, although he wrote to us from Hiroshima. I was gradually
getting more and more fed up with our life of poverty.’ By January
1945, she and her mother were living alone, with only her mother’s
income to support them.

One day, an o�cial from the Neighbourhood Community Centre
approached Choi and asked her if she would consider working in
Japan. If she stayed in Korea, he said, she risked being drafted into
the Women’s Volunteer Corps – a Japanese programme that forced
Korean women to work without pay in essential war industries. But
if she went to Japan of her own accord she would be given a good
job, with good wages.

Choi thought about this for a few days, and the more she thought
about it, the more she liked the idea. She wanted to contribute to
the family �nances; and if she went to Japan she might even be able
to see her brother. She told her mother what the o�cial had said,
but her mother begged her not to go. She seemed to be frightened of



something, but did not say what it was. In any case, Choi decided to
ignore her mother’s anxieties. The next day, while her mother was
out at work, she packed a bag and reported to the Neighbourhood
Community Centre. Twenty-four hours later she found herself on a
ship bound for Japan.

The job was not at all what she expected. Choi was not taken to a
factory or an o�ce, but to the house of a high-ranking military
o�cer. At �rst she did not understand what her duties would be,
since the family already had a maid and a cook. She was taken to a
room, given some food and told to wait. Her function only became
clear to her that night, when the o�cer came to her room and raped
her. It turned out that the o�cer’s wife was sick and bedridden:
Choi had been brought here purely to satisfy his sexual needs.

Almost every night for the next two months, Choi was forced to
undergo the same ordeal. During the day, while the o�cer was out
at work, she would spend long hours with his family. She begged
them to let her go, but they ignored her. She appealed directly to
the o�cer’s wife, telling her that her husband would love her more
without a concubine in the house. ‘For two months or so, I kept
pestering them, and the wife began to get fed up with me. She
became nasty, but I kept on pestering her from morning until night.’

Eventually the o�cer’s wife seemed to relent and told Choi to
pack a bag. Overjoyed, she gathered her things and followed the
o�cer’s son to a station, where she was handed over to two strange
men. She thought that they were taking her to a ship bound for
home, but in fact they delivered her to a military brothel. She had
been betrayed once again.

For the next �ve months Choi was forced to endure what she
described as a ‘living hell’. She was imprisoned in a small cell in
what looked like a warehouse, under armed guard. She was forced
to service upwards of twenty soldiers a day, and often many more
than that, who were allowed to treat her in any way they wished.
Her only human contact was with the men she serviced, the guards,
and the Japanese woman who occasionally brought her food.
Though there were other women working in this brothel, she was



never allowed to speak to them: they were all kept in separate
rooms, and remained silent on the rare occasions they encountered
each other for fear of punishment.

‘Because I didn’t do as I was told, I was often beaten. I would faint
and, when I did so, I was given injections to bring me round … I
was beaten so often because I would lie with my face covered by my
skirt, because I would not suck them o� when I was ordered to,
because I spoke Korean not Japanese, and so on. I was beaten so
much that I seemed to lose my spirit. I just lay like a corpse, with
my eyes open but not focused on anything.’

Eventually, the months of continuous abuse took its toll. Her
vagina became raw and swollen, and began to smell bad, yet she
was still forced to work. A surgeon came to see her, and gave her
various pills and injections, but she continued to deteriorate.
Eventually she became so sick that the brothel could not use her any
more. Finally, she was put on a boat and sent home to Korea.

Choi arrived back in Seoul in July, as penniless as a beggar, and
so sick she could barely walk. When she staggered back into her
home, her mother wept. She never asked where she had been, but it
seemed that she knew everything. She wept frequently, and cried
out that both of her daughters had been ruined in the same way.
Choi was sent to hospital, where it was discovered that she had been
pregnant, but that the baby had died. The reason she was so sick
was that the foetus was rotting inside her.

That summer, Korea was liberated from Japan. As her country
struggled to get back on its feet, Choi struggled to get back on hers.
She married a neighbour, and bore him a son; but her new husband
started to beat her, and eventually threw her out of the house,
saying he had contracted syphilis from her. Later she married again,
and had four more children, but her family circumstances were
never happy: ‘When I turned thirty, I began to develop restlessness
and to become mentally confused. I would suddenly hate my
husband, my blood would run hot and cold and I would throw a �t,
shouting at him to get away … I got scared when I met people, and
shuddered when I heard any loud sound. I stayed indoors for thirty



years, crawling on my hands and knees.’ She dared not speak to
anyone about her past, for fear of what they would think of her, and
of her children.

By the mid-1980s, Choi Myeong-sun was living with her oldest
son, who was now over forty years old. His mental health had
suddenly deteriorated, and he was admitted to a psychiatric hospital
for tests. Choi, who had only recently learned to walk upright again,
was called in to see his doctors. They asked her if she had ever had
syphilis: her son, it seemed, had contracted the disease from her in
the womb, and the bacteria were now a�ecting his brain. She
dropped her head and wept, unable to speak.

According to psychoanalytic theory, the human mind is simply not
equipped to deal with the kind of trauma Choi Myeong-sun was
forced to endure. The normal reaction to severe threat is either to
run away or to �ght, but when we are prevented from doing so –
when we are left powerless in the face of possible rape or torture –
our minds become �ooded with existential fear. The experience
upsets the delicate processes by which the mind usually regulates
itself. The mental shields which protect us from excessive stimuli in
our everyday lives suddenly collapse. The careful way in which we
have hitherto made sense of our lives, the way we have balanced
our reason against our unconscious desires, or �led away memories
of what is good and what is bad – all of it becomes suddenly
meaningless in the face of the threat.2

Sometimes trauma like this can have severe, long-term e�ects,
particularly if it is prolonged or repeated, as Choi Myeong-sun’s
was. Survivors lose the ability to distinguish between what is real
and what is remembered, what is past and what is present – they
su�er �ashbacks, in which they experience real sensations as if the
trauma is happening all over again. In the worst cases they can
su�er profound personality breakdown, and become unable to
function at all.

Choi Myeong-sun experienced many of the classic symptoms of
what today is commonly known as post-traumatic stress disorder



(PTSD). After her return from Japan she didn’t speak about what
had happened for decades – partly, one suspects, because she could
not bear to face the full horror of it, but also because she could not
trust anyone else to understand. Her inability to cope with the
outside world manifested itself in severe agoraphobia. All of her
relationships with other people were poisoned by what she had gone
through. She tried to shut o� the pain by taking tranquillizers, to
which she became addicted, but since that did not work, she also
became cruelly aggressive towards herself. She spent years in an
abusive relationship with her husband because that was all she
thought she deserved, and the psychosomatic symptoms she
developed kept her quite literally on her hands and knees for
decades. This was a manifestation of what Anna Freud called
‘identi�cation with the aggressor’: she was punishing herself, just as
others had punished her during the war.

Perhaps the most heart-rending part of her story is its coda – the
realization that she had passed syphilis on to her son as a baby. In
the late 1980s, when she was interviewed by a Korean NGO that
was conducting an investigation into wartime sexual slavery, all she
could say about her son was ‘I am to blame. I have ruined my son’s
life.’ In her own mind, she had done to him what had been done to
her – infected him, destroyed his life. She had become the
perpetrator.

Trauma and Powerlessness

Choi Myeong-sun might have recovered more easily had the
environment she returned to been a stable one, but Korea had
undergone its own traumas. Between 1939 and 1945, at least three-
quarters of a million Korean men were forcibly conscripted to work
in Japanese factories, and a further three-quarters of a million
mobilized ‘voluntarily’. Choi Myeong-sun’s middle brother was one
of these. Women were also routinely conscripted for all kinds of
work. According to Japanese colonial law, all women between the



ages of fourteen and forty-�ve were obliged to participate in the
National Labour Service Corps for two months each year. By the end
of the war they were also being forcibly drafted into the longer term
‘Volunteer Corps’ – the service that Choi Myeong-sun hoped to avoid
by going to Japan. The conscription of what were euphemistically
termed ‘comfort women’ was the tip of an iceberg: it was merely the
cruellest part of a much wider system of colonial slavery.3

Unfortunately, the end of the war, and the end of Japanese rule,
did not bring an end to the Korean sense of powerlessness. Unlike
the people of Indonesia or Vietnam – or, on the other side of the
world, Italy or France – Koreans never had the satisfaction of taking
part in their own liberation. Their subjugation to Japanese rule
lasted right up until the last moments of the Second World War, at
which point another group of outsiders came and took over – the
Soviets from the north; the Americans from the south. Koreans
themselves seemed to have no control over their own destiny.

In the north, the arrival of the Soviets did not bode well for the
future. According to news reports and diplomatic documents of the
time, the �rst wave of Soviet troops were violent and undisciplined:
they pillaged their way southwards, stripping all the shops and
warehouses bare, dismantling factories and shipping the pieces back
to the USSR, attacking local women indiscriminately as they went.
Once again, the fate of comfort women seemed to be emblematic.
Mun Pilgi, a Korean who had been forced to work in a brothel in
Manchuria, described her liberation as just another episode of a
long-running trauma: ‘Now that the Japanese had gone, the
Russians were trying to rape us.’ She was forced to �ee the Soviets,
making her way back to Seoul on foot.4

The experience of Koreans in the south of the country was just as
demoralizing, and again, the treatment of ‘comfort women’ spoke
volumes. Pak Duri, a Korean woman incarcerated in a sex camp in
Formosa (modern-day Taiwan), claimed that she was kept by the
Americans for a further three months after her supposed liberation.
The only real di�erence between servicing Japanese soldiers and
servicing American ones was the fact that the Americans left bigger



tips: if this was ‘freedom’, then it did not bode well for her country.5
Sure enough, when US troops arrived in southern Korea in 1945
they did not immediately purge the nation of the Japanese and their
collaborators but, for the sake of maintaining law and order, kept
things more or less as they were. Collaborators were never brought
to justice, and the police force remained entirely unpurged. The
cordial, even friendly way that the Americans treated the defeated
Japanese was greeted with universal, but largely helpless, outrage.6

Historians have often compared the performance of the Soviets
and the Americans in their respective zones of Korea. On the whole,
the Soviets were brutal but e�cient, while the Americans came with
good intentions but no clear plan of action, leaving much of their
zone in a state of near-chaos. Such comparisons miss a vitally
important point, however: what mattered to most Koreans was the
fact that they were still being governed by outsiders.

This fact was driven home at the end of 1945 when the Allies
announced a plan for the country to be governed as a trusteeship
overseen by Britain, China, the Soviet Union and the United States.
As soon as this news was released protests broke out on both sides
of the 38th parallel. In the north, the moderate and nationalist
politicians, who until now had been cooperating with the Soviets,
resigned en masse. The Soviets reacted by arresting them all,
including one of the most popular leaders in the whole country, Cho
Man-sik, whose steadfast integrity had earned him the nickname,
‘the Gandhi of Korea’. He was never seen again, and it is rumoured
that he was executed at the start of the Korean War. Meanwhile, in
the south, there were wild demonstrations and strikes: schools were
closed down, as were factories, shops and railways. Some of these
protests were violent. For example when the Americans pressured a
local politician to endorse the trusteeship plan, he was found dead
the next morning: he had been shot in the head in front of his
house.7

What upset Koreans so much was the way that both superpowers
seemed intent on installing their own systems of power and control
in the country, just as the Japanese had done decades earlier.



In the north, the Soviets set up a Stalinist, pro-Soviet government
under their puppet, Kim Il-sung. All those who resisted this new
regime, or who expressed even moderate anti-soviet views, were
arrested or removed from their posts. By the end of 1945, many in
the north had already succumbed to despair: refugees began
streaming southwards at a rate of 6,000 per day. By July 1947,
according to The New York Times, nearly 2 million had �ed to the
American zone.8

Meanwhile, in the south, the Americans sponsored a conservative
coalition of Korean expatriates, right-wing nationalists and wealthy
landowners, some of whom had been heavily involved in
collaborating with the Japanese. The leader who emerged was a
brutal authoritarian, Syngman Rhee, who presided over the
wholesale repression of Communists, socialists, left-wingers and
moderates alike, and whose reign was marred by repeated
massacres of innocent civilians.

By the time the Americans and Soviets �nally withdrew their
forces in 1948, the country was completely polarized, and remained
split across the middle. All attempts to �nd common ground
between the Communist north and the nationalist south had failed,
and both provisional governments refused to countenance any kind
of power-sharing agreement. Reuni�cation now began to look
impossible without the use of force. Thus the stage was set for the
Korean War, one of the most brutal con�icts of the second half of
the twentieth century.

Civil War

Historians traditionally portray the Korean War as the �rst open
con�ict in the new Cold War between the superpowers, and it
certainly would not have progressed the way it did without
superpower involvement. North Korea employed Soviet advisers
right from the beginning, and after the initial stage of the war some
200,000 Chinese Communist soldiers also fought for North Korea.



Meanwhile, the South Koreans relied heavily on an unprecedented
coalition of �fty-seven other countries, the most important of which
was, of course, the USA.9 In a sense, therefore, the Korean War was
a microcosm of the tensions that racked the whole world in the
aftermath of 1945. The ideological split that divided Korea was the
same as that which divided Europe, and which would continue to
divide the whole world for much of the rest of the century. But such
an interpretation ignores the fact that it was also a civil war, fought
predominantly by Koreans. Neither does it explain the sheer
brutality of the violence, which was often directed at civilians rather
than soldiers.

The hatreds unleashed during the war were far deeper than can
be explained rationally; and they have just as much to do with the
Second World War as they do with the Cold War. Many of the
o�cers on both sides had been trained by the Japanese military,
and had absorbed its violent nationalist ethos. Some had served as
policemen in Korea before 1945, and already had a history of acting
violently with impunity. Some had served abroad in the Japanese
subjugation of parts of China and Southeast Asia, and had already
been involved in atrocities there. Even those who had never been
trained by the Japanese still had memories of the Japanese
occupation in the back of their minds. In North Korea there was an
additional layer of political leaders who had lived in the Soviet
Union during the past thirty years, and who had direct experience of
Stalinist terror. One way or another, most Koreans had a
psychological template of merciless subjugation, and it was partly
the fear of falling victim to such subjugation that drove them to act
as brutally as they did.

From start to �nish the Korean War was characterized by
extraordinary cruelty. When the North Koreans �rst attacked
southwards, the South Korean regime reacted by murdering over
100,000 suspected leftists, almost all of them innocent civilians.
When the tide turned, and the South Koreans began to march
northwards, the North reacted in kind. The most infamous massacre
committed by the retreating Communists was at the prison in



Taejŏn, where between 5,000 and 7,000 people were executed en
masse – but such scenes occurred all across the country. For the
Americans, this immediately provoked memories of the Second
World War: the Washington Post even called one massacre site the
‘Red Buchenwald’.10

As in the Second World War, women once again found themselves
the subject of exploitation. In a chilling echo of the Japanese
system, the South Korean army also set up ‘special comfort stations’
for their troops, where captured North Korean women were
subjected to exactly the same forms of sexual slavery that people
like Choi Myeong-sun had been forced to experience in 1945. The
only substantial di�erence was that while the Japanese had done
these things predominantly to foreign women, Koreans were now
perpetrating them upon women of their own nationality.11

The Korean War lasted for three years and resulted in the deaths
of around 1.25 million people, a large proportion of them civilians.
When it �nally came to an end in July 1953 the new armistice line
was not far o� the 38th parallel where the two sides had begun. The
war had resolved nothing.

From a psychological point of view, all the war had really done
was reinforce the idea that brutality was necessary for survival: in a
black-and-white world of perpetrators and victims, both sides had
learned that it was better to be a perpetrator.

This too was a legacy of the Second World War and the period of
Japanese imperial rule. It is instructive that both North and South
Korea were ruled by repressive dictatorships after 1945. Both
regimes despised the weakness that had led them to be subjugated
by the Japanese, and were determined to punish any behaviour that
reminded them of that weakness. The ironies involved in this
mindset are painful. During the 1960s and 70s, the military dictator
of South Korea, Park Chung-hee, denounced his country’s ‘slavish
mentality’ towards strong foreigners, even as he himself subjected
his own people to brutal repression. Likewise, in North Korea, Kim
Il-sung denounced the people’s ‘subservient’ mentality towards



foreigners, while simultaneously demanding that they be
subservient to him.

Such attitudes continued to dominate o�cial thinking in South
Korea well into the 1980s; in the North they continue to this day.
The self-punishment this involves is quite heartbreaking: like Choi
Myeong-sun, the nation learned to keep itself crawling on its hands
and knees.12

Flashbacks

The Korean collective subconscious was deeply scarred by its
experience of subjugation to the Japanese. If there are any doubts
about this, one need only look at the outbursts of fear and anti-
Japanese sentiment that have periodically gripped the nation in the
years since the Second World War.

In 1948, for example, when the Americans brought back a
handful of Japanese o�cials to help them to stabilize the South
Korean economy, wild rumours immediately began to circulate that
‘Japan was being rearmed and would be allowed to reconquer
Korea’. All of a sudden, Korean newspapers were full of angry
editorials. ‘Do our enemies, the Japanese, come again to our land?’
asked the Chosun Ilbo indignantly. On 24 June, a coalition of
twenty-six di�erent political groups issued a joint statement
claiming that ‘imperialistic elements in Japan, which were the
incendiary of World War II’ were ‘attempting to arm and occupy
Korea again’. Politicians like Kim Ku immediately began to call for a
‘relentless �ght of 30 million Koreans to completely rid Korea of all
Japanese exploiters’. Such statements were not just political
rhetoric: they also re�ected a subconscious fear, irrational but
genuine, that Korea might once again fall to Japanese domination.13

These fears were sti�ed by the events of the coming years, but in
1965 they erupted once again with a series of huge anti-Japanese
demonstrations on the streets of Seoul. The main trigger this time
was the signing of a new treaty with Japan to normalize relations.



Japan was a growing power in the region, as was the USA, and there
was great resentment that South Korea had recently begun to
realign its interests with these two countries.

In the meantime, Korea’s renewed subservience towards both the
USA and Japan was symbolized by the promotion of a huge new sex
industry, catering largely to Japanese tourists and soldiers and
sailors from the American military bases. The continued exploitation
of Korean women – and by extension of Korea itself – aroused
uncomfortable memories of the past.14

In more recent years there have been many similar �ashbacks to
the Second World War. The most powerful of these has been the
return of the ‘comfort women’ issue, which �rst occurred in the
1990s. South Korea had just emerged from a long period of military
dictatorship, and in the new democratic atmosphere, some former
comfort women �nally felt able to reveal what had happened to
them. It was during this time that Choi Myeong-sun �rst came
forward to tell her story.

Once again, these revelations released powerful feelings
throughout South Korea. When Japan’s prime minister visited the
country in 1992, a demonstration took place outside the Japanese
embassy in Seoul, in which protesters demanded a Japanese
apology. Before long such demonstrations became a weekly
occurrence. Every Wednesday for more than twenty years crowds
gathered outside the embassy, and former comfort women like Choi
Myeong-sun became a living symbol of Korea’s national victimhood.
In 2011 a monument was erected in their honour: it was a bronze
statue of a young girl on her knees, her �sts clenched and her eyes
�rmly �xed on the Japanese embassy. In response to all this
pressure, the Japanese government eventually relented. In
December 2015 they agreed to contribute ¥1 billion (around $8
million at the time) towards a new foundation dedicated to healing
the psychological wounds of the former comfort women.15

In some respects these recent events represented a healthy step
forward for South Korea, which was at last confronting some of the
things that had been done to its women during the war. The



emphasis on healing their psychological wounds was also an
acknowledgement of the trauma that they had su�ered in the past,
and continued to su�er in the present. However, the way the issue
was handled by the South Koreans concealed as many facts as it
revealed. One need only look at the stories of the comfort women
themselves to see that there were many aspects of their traumas that
were not being addressed. It was not a Japanese man that �rst
betrayed Choi Myeong-sun to a life of slavery but a Korean man
from the Neighbourhood Community Centre. Other women had
spoken about Soviet rape, or American exploitation, which had
continued long after the Second World War was over. All of these
women had su�ered greatly in later years not only from the initial
trauma but also from the stigma placed upon them by South Korean
society.

Japanese government! Make an o�cial apology to the Japanese military “Comfort women”
victims!’ A woman holds up a placard at one of the Wednesday demonstrations outside the



Japanese embassy in Seoul. This photo was taken in 2013, more than twenty-one years
after the weekly protest rallies �rst began.

There were other, broader issues too. Feminists pointed out that
violence towards women was endemic in South Korean society, and
produced shocking statistics on sexual and domestic violence in the
country.16 Other academics drew attention to the repressive nature
of Korea’s own regimes after the Second World War, which were
cruel not just to women but to the whole of society. One scholar
went so far as to call the South Korean military dictatorship of the
1960s a ‘necropolitical’ regime: that is, one that propagated itself by
treating its people like objects, squeezing every last ounce of life
from them, before discarding them. Its attitude towards comfort
women, and the sex trade that contributed so much to Korea’s GDP,
was the ultimate symbol of this. These things, too, were a legacy of
the Second World War.17

If Choi Myeong-sun’s story, and the story of Korea as a whole,
reveals anything, it is how widespread the e�ects of trauma can be.
South Korea is still only in the �rst stages of confronting its past,
particularly when it comes to the terrible things that Koreans did to
Koreans in reaction to the powerlessness they experienced during
the Japanese occupation. North Korea, which is still under a
savagely repressive regime, has not even begun the process.

Split Nations

To a certain degree, Korea’s story during and after the war is the
story of us all. The Second World War was a global trauma,
unleashing vast forces upon the world over which nobody had any
control. Many nations during the war were just as powerless over
their own fate as Korea. Even the undisputed victors of the war,
Britain, the USA and the USSR, were dragged into the violence
against their will, and at great cost in both life and treasure. There
were, of course, huge di�erences in experience both between
individuals and between nations, but no one was entirely



una�ected. The traumas su�ered by people like Choi Myeong-sun
have become part of our communal experience: whether we are
Korean or not, hers is a story that resonates around the world.18

In the aftermath of the war a culture of martyrdom grew up in
Korea that will be familiar to people of every nation that su�ered
occupation during the war, and every nation that shook o� the
shackles of empire in the years that followed. Like most of the rest
of the world, Korea hoped for a rebirth in 1945, and a chance to
build something new, based on the principles of freedom, equality
and progress. Most of all they hoped for unity – not the grand,
global unity that was the dream of people like Cord Meyer or Garry
Davis, but the simple national unity that would keep the two halves
of the country together. Both the North Koreans and the South
Koreans did what they could to force the issue, only to �nd, once
again, that it was out of their hands.

Korea was not the only nation to be split apart by outsiders.
Vietnam would also spend many years split into two Cold War
pieces. Iran su�ered the same fate for a few years, before the Soviets
were convinced to withdraw. In Europe it was even worse. Here the
schism between East and West was expressed on a grand scale by
the partition of the whole continent, which would spend more than
forty years divided by a metaphorical ‘Iron Curtain’. It was
expressed on a national scale when Germany was cloven in two,
much like Korea was. It was even expressed on a smaller scale in the
division of cities like Vienna and Berlin. The wall that separated
capitalist West Berlin and Communist East Berlin would become one
of the most powerful symbols of the twentieth century.

The collapse of empire produced similar schisms. When the
British withdrew from India in 1947 they split it into a
predominantly Hindu India to the south, and a predominantly
Muslim Pakistan to the north-east and north-west. The fates of tens
of millions were therefore decided not so much by an act of self-
determination as by the hasty resolutions of British bureaucrats. The
geopolitical fault line this created lost none of its volatility in the



decades that followed, when India and Pakistan engaged in their
own local version of cold war, complete with nuclear weapons.

The splitting of Palestine has produced similarly troubling results.
In 1947 the UN drew up a partition plan without the input or the
blessing of the Arab population. This was followed by a civil war, in
which Israel seized an even larger proportion of the land. The
feeling of impotence this engendered in Palestinian Arabs has been
at the root of the con�ict that still plagues the region today.

The most damaging legacy of the traumatic upheavals caused by
the Second World War is the feeling of helpless humiliation they
have engendered. This applies to all those who were ‘martyred’
during and after the war, even those who like to think they have
long since recovered. When a community or a nation is violated,
and its very existence threatened, it retains a memory of that
violation deep within its collective soul. But if the violence and
humiliation experienced by a people is prolonged, and if that people
is never given a stable environment in which to recover, then the
chances that the trauma will ever be resolved fade to nothing.

When considering the societies of any of those nations so violently
sundered both during and after the war, one would do well to
remember what Choi Myeong-sun told an interviewer from the
Korean Council in the early 1990s. ‘I look normal on the outside,
but I su�er from a nervous disorder,’ she said. ‘Who would be able
to guess what inner agony I su�er with this awful story buried in my
heart?’



22. Loss

Evgeniia Kiseleva was once happy. Before the war, when she was
not yet twenty-�ve years old, she had lived in the small mining
town of Pervomaisk, in the Luhansk Province of Ukraine. She was
married to a handsome man named Gavriil, the foreman of the
town’s �re brigade, with whom she was very much in love. Every
day she would go to work at a food shop, selling �sh to the women
of the town; and every evening she would come home to her
husband. They already had one son, and by the end of 1940 a
second was on the way.

For Evgeniia, the war was a trauma from which she would never
recover. ‘My husband and I lived happily, but when the war began
in 1941 it separated us for ever. And my su�ering began.’1 Gavriil
left to join the army, and Evgeniia, who was now nursing a newborn
baby, moved in with her parents.

It was not long before the vast forces of the Second World War
swept over them. Her parents’ house was hit by a German shell,
killing her mother and severely wounding her father. Her older son
was temporarily blinded by an explosion. Evgeniia suddenly found
herself responsible for all of them. For the sake of their safety, she
was forced to abandon her dead mother in the ruins of the house
without burying her. She put her wounded father onto a cart and
pushed him to a German �eld hospital – but before she could �nd
help his leg became badly infected. He ended up dying in front of
her. In the following days she dragged her children from shelter to
shelter, terri�ed of the invading soldiers and a veritable apocalypse
of ‘shells, tanks, mortars, machine guns’ and ‘holy fear’. When she



described the war in later years, she likened it to the ‘Last
Judgement’.2

After the war ended, Evgeniia went o� in search of Gavriil. For a
while she feared the worst, but it turned out that there was more
than one way to lose a husband to the war. When Evgeniia �nally
tracked him down in 1946 she discovered that, during their long
separation, he had taken up with two other women – each of whom
he seemed to have married, and each of whom had borne him a
child. Their reunion was uncomfortable, to say the least. He
reluctantly took Evgeniia back to his new apartment, where she
spent an awful, sleepless night, sharing a room with him and one of
his new ‘wives’. The next day she headed home, defeated. ‘I couldn’t
see the road for tears.’3

From that day on, Evgeniia never really found love again. Back in
her home town she took up with a war invalid called Dmitrii
Tiurichev, a coal miner, but he turned out to be a drunk and a
womanizer, and was often brutal to both her and her children. She
fought with him on and o� for twenty years, before �nally leaving
him for good in 1966. In all that time she never divorced Gavriil:
indeed, when he �nally died in 1978, she was still technically
married to him.

Her relationships with the rest of her family were never ideal
either. Her sons grew up and got married, but she argued
incessantly with their wives, and occasionally even got into physical
�ghts with them. Her whole family had problems with alcohol
abuse; but then, so did everyone else she knew: she called her era
‘the vodka century’.4

Towards the end of her life she lived alone, a bitter old lady with
nothing for company but the television. Looking back, she blamed
the war for what she had become, but not in the same way that Choi
Myeong-sun did. What haunted her was not the memory of the
trauma she had experienced, but rather the loss of something that
she might have been. And in particular she mourned the loss of her
�rst love, Gavriil. ‘He was so handsome, and not a bad man in
character,’ she wrote in her diary after his death. ‘He loved me, but



the war separated us for ever. If it hadn’t been for the war this
wouldn’t have happened.’5

Personal Loss

How does one quantify loss? It is di�cult enough to estimate the
number of people killed during the war, and historians and
demographers often argue about how to pin down more accurate
casualty statistics. But every life lost also blights the lives of the
bereaved. Each death is like a stone dropped in a pool. One cannot
measure the e�ects of all the anguish, the loneliness and
disappointed dreams that rippled out across families and
communities, or the way that those ripples collided and combined
with the losses felt by other families and communities across a
whole nation.

Everyone in Evgeniia Kiseleva’s story was a�ected by the war in
some way. Evgeniia herself saw her parents killed before her eyes.
She saw her home destroyed, was separated from her husband and
was traumatized in many other ways too. There is no way to
measure what her life would have been without the war, so her own
way of measuring it – in lost love – seems as good as any. It is
impossible to tell whether Gavriil would have stayed with her if the
war had never happened. Perhaps he would eventually have left her
anyway; but, if so, she might have had her parents to comfort her, a
home to return to, a more stable community to support her, and a
greater choice of men to build new romantic relationships with.
When she mourned the death of her marriage, she was
simultaneously mourning the loss of all of these things, without
which her life had become a mere fragment of its possible self.

Evgeniia’s story is emblematic of the fate of millions of Soviet
women after the war. One of the main reasons why she was unable
to �nd love again was because so many other marriageable men had
been killed. Millions of other women found themselves in similar
circumstances. According to Soviet �gures, in the decades after the



war there were some 20 million more women than men in the
country. As a consequence, one third of all Soviet women who came
of age in the decade before the war remained unmarried for at least
the next twenty years. Evgeniia’s disappointments should therefore
be seen as part of an epidemic of loneliness that blighted the lives of
women all over the western regions of the Soviet Union.6

The USSR, in turn, should be seen as merely one piece of a much
bigger picture. In large parts of Europe, China, Japan and even in
some parts of the USA and Australasia, a generation of young men
had been literally decimated by the war. In Germany, according to
one witness of the time, ‘the most outstanding fact of all was the
total absence of men between the ages of 17 and 40’.7 Those who
did come back from the war, like Evgeniia’s husband, had often
been transformed by it. Women all over the world su�ered such
loss, and were often left wondering ever after what their lives might
have been had the war never happened.

What about the men in Evgeniia’s story? At �rst glance they seem
to have come out on top: the lack of other men to rival them means
that they can get away with things that would have been
unthinkable before the war, whether that means being married to
three women at once (as in the case of Gavriil), or openly having
a�airs with a variety of other women in a small town (as in the case
of her second husband). The Communist dream of equality between
the sexes, shaky even before the war, was dealt an almighty blow by
the realities of life in postwar Soviet society. One could make a
similar argument for the way sexual equality in other parts of the
world also stalled after the war. A whole generation of men who
had been removed from society, placed in an all-male environment
and told that they were a special group in the social order were less
likely to consider women their equals after the war was over.

But if some men acted badly after the war, one must not dismiss
the e�ects of the things that they had witnessed while they were
away. Take, for example, the story of Evgeniia’s second husband,
Dmitrii. She never mentioned what he had seen and done during his
time in the army, but she did say that he was a war invalid, so it is



reasonable to assume that some of his experiences had been quite
traumatic. According to Soviet �gures (unreliable though they are),
15 million other men had also been badly wounded by the war.8
Many soldiers learned to drink while they were away – the Red
Army was by all accounts a drunken army – and millions not only
witnessed extreme violence but also took part in it. It is impossible
to know whether Dmitrii was always destined to be a sociopath, but
the behaviour he exhibited was hardly unusual amongst veterans of
the war. Alcoholism, outbursts of anger, the inability to experience
intimacy, family breakdown – all of these are well-documented
conditions amongst former soldiers who have been subjected to
prolonged combat stress.

In other countries these symptoms manifested themselves as a
part of what would today be called post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD). In western Europe alone, over 150,000 British and
American soldiers deserted, and 100,000 had to be taken out of
battle because they were unable to cope with the stress of combat.
These men too had to cope with the loss of what they had once
believed themselves to be.9

If rates of PTSD from wars later in the century are anything to go
by, then the psychological impact of the Second World War is
potentially staggering.10 But there is evidence to suggest that the
trauma of war did not present itself in this way at all, especially not
in the USSR. In a country where introspection was frowned upon,
where the individual was expected to sacri�ce himself to the
collective, and where mental illness or weakness of any kind was
taboo, men did not seek help, only numbness. Soviet veterans –
indeed, the people as a whole – never faced up to the enormity of
what they had experienced during the Second World War. Instead
they buried their experiences in hard work, irony and, above all,
like Evgeniia’s second husband, in binge drinking.11

Demographic Upheavals



If individuals and families were numbed by the violence that had
been done to them, then so was Soviet society as a whole. To this
day, nobody knows how many people were killed during the war.
The o�cial �gure given by one of the �rst Cold War Soviet leaders,
Nikita Khrushchev, in 1956 was 20 million; that given by the last,
Mikhail Gorbachev, in 1991 was 25 million. Estimates by historians
and economists range between 18 and 27 million, although most
people agree that, for once, some of the higher �gures are actually
more likely.12

Horri�c though these numbers might be, they still do not re�ect
the full losses experienced by the Soviet Union. Many of those
people who had died were people who had yet to meet each other,
yet to fall in love, yet to have children of their own. If one factors in
the number of babies who were never born because of the war – a
calculation that is possible by taking average birth rates from Soviet
census data – then the true losses are far greater. One demographer
has calculated that if the war had never happened, by 1970 there
would have been at least 50 million more people living in the USSR.
Thus, even academics are occasionally tempted to mourn what
might have been.13

Such losses sparked a host of other changes to some of the most
intimate aspects of family life. Millions of Soviet children were
orphaned by the war. The same was true in the rest of Europe
where, according to a report by the Red Cross in 1948, some 13
million children across Europe were growing up without a father.
Many children had no male role models in the family at all: they too
had had a traditional family life taken from them by the war.14

In the Soviet Union, because of housing shortages, the number of
extended families living as one household also rose dramatically
after 1945. In particular, ageing widows often took to living with
their children rather than facing life alone: this is why the babushka
became such a central �gure in Russian families towards the end of
the twentieth century.15 Although Evgeniia lived most of her later
life alone, her children and grandchildren often lived in extended
households with their in-laws. Right at the end of her life she herself



moved in with one of her grandsons for a while, but by this time he
too had become an alcoholic, and she was forced to move out again
when she was no longer able to cope with him. Thus the changes
wrought by the war also a�ected the lives of children who were not
born until decades later, as its e�ects continued to ripple down the
generations.

There were some other, more surprising consequences. After all
the turmoil of the war and its aftermath, parents like Evgeniia began
to advise their own children not to waste time, but to marry and
have children as soon as they could. As a result, the age when
people �rst got married dropped considerably after the war, and
continued to drop: in the immediate postwar years the average
woman got married at the age of twenty-�ve, but by the end of the
Soviet period she was marrying before she was twenty-two.

In much of the West, the rush to make up for lost time after the
war resulted in a similar lowering in the age of marriage, and a
sudden rise in the birth rate. Many countries experienced a ‘baby
boom’ after the war, including most of western Europe, North
America, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. This sudden spike in
the number of births would have huge consequences not only for
the families who had them but also for the societies into which they
were born. It was this generation that would grow up to become the
glut of teenagers and young adults who contributed to the idealism
and activism of the 1960s, the abundance of taxpayers who
underpinned the growing public sectors of the 1970s, 80s and 90s,
and the surfeit of pensioners who threaten to overwhelm health-care
and pension systems in the twenty-�rst century. The demographic
upheavals that came at the end of the Second World War had huge
consequences throughout the world.16

Lost Identities

The war did not a�ect every part of the Soviet Union equally. East
of the Urals, or in the central Asian republics of Kazakhstan and



Uzbekistan, life was not so badly disrupted. However the western
republics, which saw the brunt of the �ghting, were devastated
beyond comprehension. Most historians agree that Ukraine, where
Evgeniia Kiseleva lived, probably saw the worst of the killing. Once
again the �gures are uncertain, but if we are to believe the most
widespread estimates of between 7 and 8 million deaths, that means
that one Ukrainian in every �ve was lost to the war.17 Even within
Ukraine, di�erent communities were a�ected to di�erent degrees: in
some places very few people were killed; in others whole villages
were massacred, leaving the landscape entirely empty of people. As
throughout the rest of Europe, Jews su�ered disproportionately.
Around half of all Ukrainian Jews were killed during the war, and
the vast majority of those who survived only did so by �eeing. By
1944, when the Germans had �nally been driven out, Ukraine was
already like a tapestry with large chunks ripped out of it, and with
one or two threads of speci�c colours entirely removed.

However, the killing did not stop there. Even while the war with
the Germans was going on, a separate civil con�ict had broken out
between Ukrainian partisans and the Polish minority. In an echo of
the Holocaust, entire Polish villages were massacred, and over
100,000 more people killed. The Soviet solution to this savage
ethnic con�ict was to deport around 800,000 Poles from the west of
the republic, across the border with Poland. In this way the western
half of Ukraine, which had already been emptied of its Jews, was
now also emptied of its Poles.18

But still Ukraine’s tribulations were not over. One of the e�ects of
the Second World War was to reawaken Ukrainian nationalist hopes,
again particularly in the west of the republic. Ukrainian partisans
here resisted the return of the Soviets, and fought a long but
doomed war of independence that lasted well into the 1950s.
Hundreds of thousands of people were involved: between 1945 and
1947 alone, more than 55,000 Ukrainian partisans were killed, and
well over 100,000 of their family members deported to remote parts
of the Soviet empire. Ukraine was therefore cleansed not only
ethnically but also politically after the war. E�ectively it had



su�ered not one but four con�icts – a world war, a war of national
independence and at least two attempts at wholesale genocide.19

When one repeatedly tears pieces from a tapestry, damaging it
again and again, at what point does the remnant cease to be the
original tapestry at all? By 1945, all of Ukraine’s cities had been
destroyed, and most of its infrastructure had collapsed; it had new
borders, and huge holes in its population; it had lost most of its
Jews and almost all of its Poles, and its hopes of nationhood, brie�y
reawakened by the war, had been ruthlessly crushed.

Many of Ukraine’s inhabitants no longer knew whether to identify
themselves as Ukrainian. Evgeniia Kiseleva, despite having attended
a Ukrainian school as a girl, thought of herself as a Russian. In her
later life she not only accepted the dominant Soviet culture but
embraced it. After the collapse of both her marriages, and the slow,
painful disintegration of her family, the Soviet state was the one
part of her life that provided her with any kind of stability at all,
giving her a job, a home, a pension and a sense of belonging. It is
perhaps a blessing that she did not live to see this, too, fall apart.

When Ukraine won its independence in 1991, millions of people
like her were left in an unpleasant kind of limbo. In a post-Soviet
world they were neither truly Ukrainian nor truly Russian, and
unsure of where to invest their loyalties. This crisis of identity still
plagues Ukraine today, which continues to �nd itself split between
those who fear a return to its Soviet past and those who long for it.

And what of the Soviet Union as a whole? By exiling people,
crushing independence movements and enforcing the values of the
state, the Soviet authorities believed they were making the USSR
stronger and more uni�ed. It was not only Ukrainian people who
were suppressed: the same happened in many of the other
reconquered territories – Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Moldova in
the western borderlands; Crimea and the Caucasian republics in the
south. While this succeeded in the short term, it also sowed the
seeds of future unrest: people from each of these regions would
remember their treatment in the immediate postwar years with



great resentment. By the time of Stalin’s death in 1953, the Soviet
Union was held together with little more than brute force.

Such a state could never last. Over the coming decades the
irrepressible urge for freedom, both personal and national, would
continue to undermine Soviet rule. Eventually, like all other
European empires before it, the Soviet Union would disintegrate.



23. Outcasts

Mathias Mendel was born in a time before nations. He grew up in
Hedwig, a German-speaking village in the foothills of the
Carpathian mountains. Though he and his family were German,
most of the other people in the region were Slovakian, and his
teacher at school spoke nothing but Hungarian: these were the
dying days of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, when nationality meant
both everything and nothing. In any case, Mathias always took it for
granted that this was where both he and his community belonged.
German people had lived in this part of Europe for more than 500
years.1

After the First World War, when Czechoslovakia became an
independent state, little changed in his village. He grew up, and
married a woman named Maria, who was half Slovakian. In 1924
they had a daughter called Margit and three years later they had
another, whom they named Maria after her mother. Over the next
thirteen or fourteen years they would have �ve more children: four
boys (Ernst, Richard, Emil and Willi) and a little girl named
Anneliese.

Though they were poor, they were generally happy. They worked
their �elds, growing potatoes and grain, and owned a few animals.
Every spring Mathias would travel to the large aristocratic farm
estates in Germany to work, and only return in October after the
harvest was done. The wages he earned during these trips abroad
was the only money they had.

For the �rst four decades of the twentieth century, this was how
Mathias and his family lived. In all that time none of the big
political events signi�cantly altered the timeless rhythms of the



village. But then the Second World War came and nothing was the
same ever again.

The �rst thing to change was the atmosphere around nationality.
Mathias’s community had lived amongst Slovakians for centuries in
a spirit of mutual cooperation, but after the Nazis’ rise to power
there was a new tension in the air. Suddenly the only political issue
that seemed to matter was that of ethnicity, and which people had
rights to the land. Events came thick and fast. Germany seized the
Sudetenland in 1938, and marched into Czechoslovakia a year later.
Slovakia declared its independence in 1939, only to have Hungary
invade its borderlands. Centuries of tolerance between neighbours
rapidly disintegrated.

Mathias stopped working as an agricultural labourer. He spent the
war working on road-building schemes, and got a job in a chemical
works. In 1944 he was conscripted into the Home Guard to help
protect his village: Slovakian partisans, who had risen up against
their own regime, were now attacking anyone with links to
Germany. It seemed that Slovakians and Germans were no longer
friends.

The end came in 1945, when the Red Army arrived from the east.
Fearing what was about to hit Slovakia, the German High Command
ordered a general evacuation of the entire German-speaking
minority.

Before they knew it, the Mendel family was being split up. The
�rst to go were two of the boys, nine-year-old Emil and seven-year-
old Willi, who were sent to the Sudetenland with the children’s
evacuation authority, the Kinderlandverschickung (KLV), to be
housed with strangers. The older children went next, with friends
and neighbours on a trek westwards towards Germany. Mathias’s
wife, Maria, who was heavily pregnant once again, took �ve-year-
old Anneliese and went to Austria. She would give birth to her
eighth child, Dittmann, while she was still in �ight.



Mathias Mendel, shortly after his expulsion from Czechoslovakia.

Soon Mathias was the only one left. As a member of the Home
Guard, he stayed behind for a while to help protect the village, but
soon they too were to be evacuated. The unit left for Prague, but



before long were captured by the Red Army and interned in a
concentration camp previously used for Jews. Eventually Mathias
was released, but he was not allowed to return to Hedwig. Instead
he was expelled from the country, along with all of the other
Germans in Czechoslovakia. He would never see his homeland
again.

Mathias would not be reunited with his family until the summer of
1946, when he �nally found them in the town of Möckmühl, near
Heilbronn in southern Germany. The country they had arrived in
was a place in chaos. The Mendel family were just a handful of
more than 4 million German refugees who had �ed in the face of
the Red Army. Most of these people had left eastern parts of the
Reich along the old Polish border, but some, like the Mendels, had
also �ed other nations in central Europe.

There were so many refugees that it was di�cult to �nd
anywhere for them all to go. After years of bombing by the Allies,
most of the cities in Germany were in ruins: about 3.9 million of the
country’s 19 million dwellings had been destroyed. Refugees were
forced to take shelter in anything that had a roof: bomb shelters,
barns, army barracks, factory buildings, even former prison camps.
The Mendels were relatively lucky: they found sanctuary with a
farmer, who gave them two small rooms and provided Mathias with
work. The four older children also managed to �nd farm work
locally.2

It was not only families like the Mendels who were looking for
somewhere to live at this time: Germany was teeming with all kinds
of refugees. The numbers are quite staggering. Alongside the 4
million Germans who had �ed from the east there were around 4.8
million more who had �ed the cities in order to escape the bombing.
Neither was it only German people who had been displaced by the
war: the Nazis had forced millions of foreign workers to come to the
country, mostly against their will, and at the end of the war some 8
million were still there. Most came from the Soviet Union, Poland
and France, but there were also signi�cant numbers from Italy,



Greece, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Belgium and the Netherlands.
The Allied armies, along with the United Nations Relief and
Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), worked hard to repatriate
these people as quickly as possible, but there were hundreds of
thousands who refused to go home because they feared what would
happen to them when they got there. Many preferred a life of exile
to a life under communism.

Thus, despite the best e�orts of the Allies, the number of refugees
remained stubbornly high. If one includes the 275,000 or so British
and American prisoners of war, the total number of displaced
persons in Germany in 1945 comes to more than 17 million. With
the possible exception of China, which had seen similarly vast
internal displacements during the war, at the time this was probably
the greatest concentration of refugees and displaced persons the
world had ever seen.3

To make matters worse, the refugees kept coming. In the wake of
the war, people from other parts of Europe continued to pour into
Germany. Some of these were Jews �eeing renewed anti-Semitism
in the east. Some were collaborators, or suspected collaborators,
�eeing retribution in their own countries. But the vast majority
were ethnic Germans who were being chased out of other parts of
eastern and central Europe. As Mathias Mendel had discovered, no
nation after the war wanted a German minority living in their
country any longer. The community of Hedwig was just one of
thousands that would be swept away in the wake of the war.

Between 1945 and 1948 all of Czechoslovakia’s 3 million Sudeten
Germans were expelled from the Czech borderlands. They were
joined by almost the entire population of East Prussia, Silesia and
Pomerania – those parts of Germany that had been annexed by
Poland and the USSR in 1945. Many of these people had already
�ed, like the Mendels, during the last days of the war, but over the
next three or four years, according to German government �gures, a
further 4.4 million were forcibly expelled from these areas.
Eventually other countries in Europe followed suit: 1.8 million



ethnic Germans were also expelled from Hungary, Romania and
Yugoslavia.4

These huge expulsions were carried out with great brutality. In
Czechoslovakia, German-speaking civilians were literally herded
over the border with only those possessions they could carry. In
Prague and other cities, Germans were rounded up and forced into
detention centres pending expulsion, and while they were waiting
many of them were subjected to interrogations and torture in order
to ascertain what part they had played in the German occupation.
Wholesale massacres took place up and down the country, most
famously in Ústí nad Labem (formerly known as Aussig), but also in
smaller towns like Postoloprty, where, according to both Czech and
German records, at least 763 Germans were massacred and buried
in mass graves around the town. Similar atrocities against Germans
were carried out in Poland, where o�cers in charge of internment
camps deliberately emulated some of the worst behaviour of the
Nazis in order to enact revenge upon their civilian inmates. The
expulsion of the Germans from around east and central Europe was
so brutal that it is thought that at least half a million died during
the process.5





Refugees were so numerous in Germany in the aftermath of the war that political parties
made direct appeals to them. This poster, produced for a referendum on the Bavarian
constitution in 1946, appealed to refugees’ hopes for a reuni�ed Germany.

If one adds all of these people to those who were already
displaced in 1945, the total number of refugees who passed through
Germany between 1945 and 1950 was around 25 million.
Considering that the population of Germany at this time was less
than 67 million, this represents a tide of human misery unlike
anything Europe has since seen.

The Unmixing of Peoples

The expulsion of the Germans from east and central Europe was just
one example of a phenomenon that took place all over the continent
in 1945. The world that Mathias Mendel had grown up with – in
which Slovakians, Germans and Hungarians had lived side by side
without excessive regard for their di�erences – was fast
disappearing.

Hungarians su�ered similarly from their country’s decision to side
with Germany. In the wake of the war, Slovak government o�cials
wanted to eject them from the country – all 600,000 of them. The
Allies, having seen what had been done to the Germans, refused to
give their permission and, in the end, only 70,000 Hungarians were
pushed ‘home’ across the border as part of a population exchange
while another 44,000 were removed from their historic villages and
forced to assimilate with Slovak communities in other parts of the
country.6

Other nations also ejected unwanted populations after the war.
Poland, for example, not only expelled its Germans but also
removed around 482,000 Ukrainians from the country, mostly from



the region of Galicia in the south-east. When the borders with
Ukraine were closed to further expulsions in 1947, the Polish
authorities found other ways to remove this minority. Whole
villages of Ukrainians were cleared, their communities split up and
small groups dispersed amongst Polish villages on the opposite side
of the country. If the Ukrainians could not be removed, they could
be forced to assimilate: Orthodox and Uniate churches were banned,
and those who were caught speaking Ukrainian were punished. To
prevent Ukrainians from returning to the places they had once
called home, many of their former villages were burned to the
ground.7

In the end, just about every nation in the eastern half of Europe
indulged in similar behaviour. The Soviet republics of Lithuania,
Belarus and Ukraine expelled around 1.2 million Poles after 1945,
mostly from the borderlands that they had recently acquired from
Poland in the various peace agreements. Likewise, a quarter of a
million Finns were ejected from western Karelia when this area was
ceded to the Soviet Union. Bulgaria forced some 140,000 Turks and
Gypsies over the border into Turkey. The list goes on. Romanians
expelled Hungarians and vice versa. Yugoslavia expelled Italians
from its borderlands, Ukraine expelled Romanians, Greece expelled
Albanian Chams. In the wake of the war each of the nations in
eastern Europe seemed determined to remove as many foreign
in�uences as possible.8

The result was ethnic cleansing on a continental scale. In the
course of just a couple of years, the proportion of national
minorities in these countries more than halved. The ancient imperial
melting-pot that Mathias Mendel had taken for granted when he was
growing up was destroyed for ever.9

Post-Colonial Expulsions

The reasons behind the various expulsions in Europe were all to do
with fear. The Second World War had taught the people of countries



like Czechoslovakia that they could not trust the fragments of
foreign nations in their midst, because these fragments could be
used to drive a wedge into the heart of their state, split it into
pieces, dominate it. The Nazis had used the German minority in
Czechoslovakia as an excuse to invade in 1938 and 1939, and so it
is not surprising that the Czechs and Slovaks reacted by blaming
that minority, punishing it and casting it out. Being banished from
the land was the price that Mathias Mendel and people like him had
to pay for Nazi Germany’s expansionist greed.

The nations of Asia and Africa also had fragments of foreign
powers in their midst. The Japanese in Korea, the British in India,
the Dutch in Indonesia, the French in Algeria – these were all
communities of outsiders that had similarly been implicated in a
culture of colonization and domination, and as a consequence the
indigenous people of these countries also sought to eject them after
1945.

Of course, the reasons why the British were in India were very
di�erent from the reasons why Mathias Mendel’s family was in
Slovakia – they had not grown organically within the country but
had deliberately come to dominate it. And the hatred that the
Indonesians had for the Dutch was not primarily about ethnicity – it
was the culture of imperialism that they wanted to excise.
Nevertheless, the end result was the same. These foreign fragments
had to be expelled.

The �rst to be sent home were the Japanese. The Second World
War had brought their empire to an end, and as a consequence all
Japanese people living abroad were obliged to leave, even those
whose families had lived in places like Korea, Manchuria or
Formosa (modern-day Taiwan) for two or three generations. More
than 6.5 million Japanese people were deported in the four years
after the war. Just over half of these were soldiers and other
members of the military establishment. But the remaining 3 million
were civilians: businessmen, traders, administrators and their
families. Like Mathias Mendel, they were forced to abandon their
homes and leave all their possessions behind.10



The expulsion of these people was both similar to and di�erent
from what was going on in Europe. As in Europe, some serious
atrocities were committed in the wake of the war in Asia. In
Manchuria and North Korea, Japanese civilians were often attacked,
tortured, raped and occasionally massacred. A year after the war
was over more than half a million expatriate Japanese remained
unaccounted for: it is thought that in Manchuria alone around
179,000 Japanese civilians and 66,000 military personnel died in
the confusion and the harsh winter that followed the war. But in
other parts of the empire the Japanese did not undergo anything
like the ordeal experienced by German expellees. This is partly
because their removal was carried out by the Allies, rather than by
local people who were keen to take the law into their own hands.
But there were other reasons too. The atmosphere around the
deportations in Asia was much di�erent from the atmosphere in
Europe: there was very little of the toxic ideology about race or
ethnic cleansing that occasioned such cruelty towards Germans in
Poland and Czechoslovakia. Instead, all the talk was about empire.
The Japanese had been defeated, their empire had collapsed, and so
it was time for them to go home. On the whole, even the expatriate
Japanese themselves recognized this, and went more or less
willingly.11

The country they returned to, like Germany, was a chaos of
destruction. Sixty-six major cities had been heavily bombed during
the war. In Tokyo, 65 per cent of all residences had been destroyed,
in Osaka 57 per cent and in Nagoya 89 per cent; and Hiroshima and
Nagasaki had been �attened by the atomic bombs. Almost a third of
Japanese city dwellers were homeless at the end of the war, and
they did not take kindly to accepting another 6.5 million people into
a country where living standards had collapsed. Unlike German
expellees, Japan’s repatriates would never receive much sympathy
from their countrymen: no matter how bad their su�ering, they
could never compete with those who had experienced the atom
bomb.12



As in Europe, the dismantling of Japan’s empire worked both
ways: if it involved the repatriation of Japanese colonists, it also
involved the removal of foreigners from Japan. According to
American military government sources at the time, there were
around 1.5 million foreigners in Japan, the vast majority of them
Koreans, Taiwanese and Chinese. Subsequent scholarship has put
the number even higher, at over 2 million. Many of these people
had been brought there during the war, and eagerly wanted to
return home; but some had been born there, and claimed the right
to stay as imperial citizens. In the year after the end of the war
around a million returned to their home countries, mostly to Korea.
Those who refused to go were also mostly Korean, around 600,000
of them in total.

These people were not regarded well in 1945, and have been
subject to harsh discrimination ever since. Unfortunately, the
decolonization process contributed to this. When the Japanese
formally gave up their right to rule Korea, they simultaneously
renounced their responsibilities towards the minority in their midst.
As a consequence, Koreans in Japan were denied the right to vote,
the right to war pensions, the right to national health insurance and
social security, and the right to a passport. To this day, Koreans who
have been living in Japan for several generations are not allowed
the same rights as Japanese citizens unless they �rst renounce their
Korean identity: they are still, after all this time, regarded by many
Japanese people as ‘foreigners’. The fact that they were originally
brought to the country as subjects of imperial Japan has largely
been forgotten.13

After the collapse of the Japanese empire in Asia came the long,
slow dismantling of the European empires. This too involved the
removal of imperial elites, and the mass exodus of Europeans from
the colonies they had once ruled. After India and Pakistan gained
their independence in 1947, for example, well over 100,000 British
people left the subcontinent.14 The British also left Burma, Malaysia,
Singapore and, later, the various colonies in Africa. By the



beginning of the 1990s more than 328,000 white people born in
these countries had come ‘home’ to Britain (although the real
number of ‘returnees’ was undoubtedly much higher, since those
who had been born in Britain do not show up on the census data).15

Although all these people proudly regarded themselves as British, a
good many of those who returned never wholly felt at home again.
In the empire they had been used to a life of privilege; back in
Britain they had to fend for themselves, without domestic servants,
and in a postwar atmosphere of rationing and austerity. It was a
desperately disappointing end to two centuries of colonial
adventure.

The dismantling of the Dutch empire had rather more immediate
consequences, and rather more traumatic ones. Having fought a
savage and unsuccessful war against Indonesian independence, the
Dutch had no choice but to leave: some 250,000 to 300,000 Dutch
nationals returned at the beginning of the 1950s. These people had
a much harder time than their British equivalents. Many of them
had spent several years in Japanese internment camps, and then
lived through a violent civil war, but when they arrived in the
Netherlands they received little sympathy from their Dutch
compatriots, who imagined that they had whiled away the war
years in comfort and sunshine. As a consequence, Dutch colonists
were largely ignored and dismissed by wider society, and continued
to su�er greatly in the years to come. Psycho-sociological studies
from the end of the twentieth century show that returnees from the
Netherlands East Indies demonstrated signi�cantly higher rates of
divorce, unemployment and health problems than equivalent groups
in mainstream Dutch society.16

Similar things can be said about the other colonists who returned
to France, Belgium and Portugal in the second half of the twentieth
century. After the Algerian War around a million French colonists,
or pieds noirs, as they were known, �ed to France. In the anticolonial
spirit of the 1960s they were never given much sympathy: instead,
they were made scapegoats for the failure of the French colonial
project. A decade later more than 300,000 Portuguese colonists �ed



Angola for Portugal, and a similar number �ed Mozambique. The
country they arrived in was too busy dealing with the aftermath of
years of dictatorship to give them much thought.17

It is easy to imagine this movement of Europeans back to Europe
as a kind of de-fragmentation: the tiny pieces of Europe that had
implanted themselves in other nations around the world were being
sent back to where they belonged. But many of these people did not
feel part of the countries they ‘returned’ to at all, and found it
extremely hard to adjust to a life in Europe. Of course, the
circumstances of their return were nothing like those experienced by
such people as Mathias Mendel – and one might argue that their
culture of exploitation and privilege deserved to end. But their sense
of loss cannot be denied: after two centuries of colonialism, a whole
way of life had been brought to a close.

The International Response

The period since the Second World War has often been called an age
of refugees and exiles. In the years since 1945 one humanitarian
crisis has followed another. The collapse of empire, the beginning of
the Cold War, internal struggles for power in nations around the
world, famine, �ood, civil war – all of these things and more have
kept the tides of human misery �owing more or less constantly.

In the wake of the war a variety of institutions were set up to deal
with this: the already mentioned UNRRA was followed by the
International Refugee Organization (IRO) and the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), which was created at
the beginning of the 1950s. This last institution was only supposed
to be temporary: so many nations were worried about the political
implications of creating a permanent body that they originally only
set it up for a period of three years. But the refugees simply kept
coming. The displacements caused by the Second World War turned
out not to be a temporary phenomenon, but rather a sign of how the
world had changed.18



As new emergencies arose, the UNHCR’s mandate was renewed
and expanded. It coordinated a response to the exodus from
Hungary in 1956, and from Algeria in the late 1950s. It dealt with
African refugees in the wake of the decolonization of the 1960s, and
in the 1970s it looked after refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia and
Bangladesh. In the 1980s it helped people �eeing internal con�ict in
Central America and famine in Ethiopia, and in the 1990s it tried to
bring relief to people �eeing ethnic cleansing in Rwanda and
Yugoslavia.19

In recent years there has been a whole succession of crises to
swell the ranks of the world’s refugees. To name but a few, there
have been major wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, internal unrest in
central Africa and the Horn of Africa, huge turmoil caused by the
aftermath of the Arab Spring, and, most disastrously of all, a long-
running civil war in Syria. According to the UNHCR, in 2014 there
were 13.9 million people newly displaced by con�ict or persecution
– the highest number on record since the Second World War. The
total number of refugees and displaced persons worldwide was
estimated at 59.5 million – again, an unprecedented �gure. The
problem is getting worse, not better.20

In all this time, one of the nations most generous towards refugees
has been Germany. According to its Basic Law, written in 1948,
‘Persons persecuted on political grounds shall have the right of
asylum’ – and for the next forty years this right applied to all
asylum seekers, without conditions.21 Thus West Germany accepted
a further 3 million refugees from Communist East Germany before
the Berlin Wall was constructed in 1961. After the failed revolution
in Hungary in 1956, West Germany was amongst the �rst to o�er
asylum to the tens of thousands of refugees pouring across the
Hungarian border. During the collapse of communism in eastern
Europe, Germany opened its doors to hundreds of thousands of
asylum seekers from the east – almost 600,000 between 1988 and
1992 alone. Over the next three years, Germany also played host to
345,000 refugees from the con�ict in Yugoslavia. In 1999 there
were over 1.2 million refugees and asylum seekers in the country.22



In 2015, in response to a new war in Syria, Germany declared an
open-door policy for all refugees �eeing the crisis. Over the coming
months hundreds of thousands of migrants crossed the
Mediterranean, many of them bearing photographs of the German
chancellor, Angela Merkel, and telling TV reporters that ‘Angela said
we could come’. By the end of the year the number of asylum
seekers to Germany had quadrupled to just under a million.23

Many other European nations have never been so generous, and
particularly not during the 2015 refugee crisis. Some built fences
along their borders to keep the refugees out. Others pointed out –
with some justi�cation – that many of the people streaming into
Europe were not refugees at all but economic migrants. Almost
every nation criticized Germany for throwing the doors open. They
claimed that Germans were merely trying to expiate their historical
guilt, that they were guilty of a ‘tyrannical display of German
virtue’, and even ‘moral imperialism’.24

For Dittmann Mendel, the eighth son of Mathias Mendel, there is
a simpler explanation for Germany’s refugee policy. He grew up in a
community that knew what it meant to be expelled from its
homeland. His family had to start again from scratch, build their
own house and rely on the goodwill of strangers; and he often heard
his parents speaking mournfully with their friends from the old
country about the world they had been forced to leave behind.
‘There may be more understanding here for the world refugee
problem than elsewhere,’ he says, ‘partly because we ourselves went
through this fate.’25



24. The Globalization of Peoples

The Second World War did not only bring sorrow and trauma. Nor
did it always result in the polarization of peoples. In some nations
exactly the opposite process was taking place: the vast
displacements caused by the war brought with them the bene�ts of
diversity as communities of refugees became the basis of new
minorities.

By no means all those who moved during and after the war were
forced to do so: many relocated of their own accord. For these
people the idea of displacement from their old lives represented not
a loss but an opportunity. The war gave them a chance to see the
world, to experience new ideas and gain new skills, and perhaps
even to build better lives for themselves. One such person was Sam
King, the son of a Caribbean banana farmer, and his story
demonstrates one of the biggest social changes brought about by the
war: the postwar boom in migration.

Sam King was a teenager when the war broke out, but his father
already had his future mapped out for him. As the oldest son, King
was expected to take over his father’s farm in Priestman’s River,
Jamaica, when he retired. The prospect did not excite King at all.
He had watched the annual battles his father fought against drought
and �ooding, against the damage wrought by hurricanes, against the
Panama disease that attacked his bananas, and the yellowing disease
that wiped out his coconuts. He had seen the crops rotting in the
�elds when international markets suddenly dried up. A life like his
father’s seemed to o�er nothing but hardship. ‘I decided … that
such misfortune would be di�cult for me to bear as a farmer and
therefore I’d better be looking for a way out.’1



The war o�ered him exactly the opportunity he had been waiting
for. One day, when he was eighteen years old, an advertisement
appeared in the Daily Gleaner calling for volunteers to join the Royal
Air Force. His mother said to him, ‘Son, the Mother Country is at
war. Go! And if you live it will be a good thing.’ So he took the RAF
examination, which he passed with a good grade. In 1944, he
boarded the SS Cuba and set sail across the Atlantic.2

Over the coming months he would experience much that he had
never imagined before. The �rst was the war itself. ‘I knew about
war,’ he remembered years later, ‘but when you actually see it, it’s
frightening.’ When he arrived in Glasgow that November he was
shocked to discover how much of the city had been destroyed by
bombs. The same was true of every city he passed through,
particularly London, which was still under attack from V1 and V2
rockets.

He was also shocked by the cold. The temperature in Britain was
just 4°C (39°F) when he arrived: ‘I thought I was going to die!’ But
his drill instructors told him and the other Jamaican recruits to strip
and play a game of football: once they had �nished running around,
and discovered that they were sweating, they realized that life in
this country would not be so bad.

The RAF trained King as an aircraft �tter, and put him to work
servicing Lancaster bombers. He worked long hours, but he was
happy. ‘I was privileged to be working with people from Norway to
the Sudan. We all had to work together to beat Nazi Germany.’ He
was seduced by the strong sense of community that this engendered:
‘It felt good to be a part of Britain.’3





Sam King in his RAF uniform, after he left Jamaica in 1944.

King eagerly seized the opportunities that were presented to him.
While he was in Britain he started a correspondence course, so that
he could catch up on the schooling he had missed as a boy in
Jamaica. He signed up for a carpentry course with the RAF, so that
he could learn a new skill. Whenever he was on leave, he spent it
working on building sites so that he could earn a little money and
save. The future looked brighter than he had ever thought possible.

‘The war gave me the chance to move out of my village,’ he
confessed in an interview towards the end of his life. ‘I won’t say the
war was a good thing, but I took the opportunity. Without the war,
my father would have put a ball and chain round my foot. But I had
no intention of planting bananas like him.’4

Diversity in Western Europe

The population of Britain was transformed between 1939 and 1945.
As the Nazis marched across Europe, governments, armies and
refugees �ed the mainland and set themselves up in Britain. The
Norwegian navy sailed to Scotland. Remnants of the French navy
were based in Plymouth, and remnants of the Polish air force
formed more than a dozen squadrons around London and
Lincolnshire. Thousands of Jews also �ed to Britain, including
Georgina Sand, whose story forms the opening passages of this
book. London especially became the headquarters of the Free
French, the Free Belgians, the Czech and Polish governments in
exile, the Dutch queen and her administration and a whole variety
of other o�cial and uno�cial European groups. They mingled with
men from the British colonies and dominions who came to join the
�ght, particularly Canadians, Australians, West Africans and men
from the Caribbean like Sam King. More than 170,000 Irish people
came to Britain to work during the war. Perhaps the largest group to
add to this mix were the hundreds of thousands of Americans who
were stationed in Britain as members of the US Army and its air



force. Britain during the war was a more diverse country than it had
ever been.5

Almost none of these people were long-term immigrants. They
were mostly �ghting men and women or refugees from Europe, and
the vast majority stayed only for the duration of the war. After
1945, when victory was announced, the Norwegian navy was free to
return to the Oslofjord. The Free French returned to France and the
various governments-in-exile left to rebuild their respective
countries. The massive forces of the US military boarded ships and
sailed back across the Atlantic. In 1947 Sam King was also
demobilized and sent back to Jamaica.

But if people imagined that Britain would go back to the way it
had been before the war, they were wrong. Just as one group of
foreigners were leaving, another group were arriving. Tens of
thousands of Polish refugees came to Britain in the aftermath of the
war and set up homes in west London and elsewhere. These were
men who had fought for the British army during the war, but who
had no nation to go to because the Soviets had annexed their
homeland. Having allowed Stalin to do this, Britain owed them a
debt of responsibility. In 1947 the British Parliament passed the
Polish Resettlement Act, and well over 100,000 Polish immigrants
arrived.6

Britain needed these people. The whole country was rebuilding,
and there was a huge demand for workers in the aftermath of the
war. The new institutions of the Welfare State needed to be sta�ed,
especially the National Health Service, which would grow to
become one of the biggest employers in the world. Britain’s
infrastructure had been badly damaged, especially the housing
stock, which urgently needed rebuilding. Job vacancies began to
appear everywhere: the need to make up for years of neglect in a
variety of industries required more workers than Britain alone could
provide.

Much of this shortfall was made up with Irish labour – so much so
that Ireland was quickly drained of its own people. Between 1945
and 1971, about a third of the Irish population under the age of



thirty left the country looking for work, most of them for Britain.
The British government also started recruiting people from other
countries. They set up a European Volunteer Worker scheme,
followed by an even larger scheme called ‘Westward Ho!’, which
sought to attract up to 100,000 workers from other parts of Europe.7

Much the same process was taking place across the continent. Like
Britain, other European countries also set up schemes to attract
foreign workers. One of the earliest to do so was Belgium, which
employed 50,000 displaced persons to work in the coal mines and
the steel industry almost as soon as the war was over. France
opened an O�ce National d’immigration (ONI) to organize the
recruitment of workers from nearby countries, and later Germany
also started a guest worker scheme through its Federal Labour
Administration.

Before long, huge numbers of people were moving from poorer
parts of Europe to regions where the jobs were more plentiful. In the
�fteen years after the war an average of more than 264,000 Italians
left Italy each year, most of them looking for work in Germany,
Switzerland and France. Likewise hundreds of thousands of Spanish
and Portuguese people moved to France, Turks and Yugoslavs
moved to Germany, Finns moved to Sweden, and so on.

Therefore, at exactly the same time that eastern Europe was
expelling its ethnic minorities and striving to create monocultural
nation-states, western Europe was mixing itself up like never before.
By the early 1970s the industrial powerhouse nations in north-west
Europe had already become home to some 15 million migrants.8

Immigration from the Colonies

Sam King had returned home reluctantly. Back on his father’s farm,
he heard rumours about all the transformations that were taking
place in Britain and began to feel restless again. He was not happy
in Jamaica. The island had changed since he’d been away. Like
many other parts of the world, it was struggling with postwar



turbulence, calls for independence, labour strikes and widespread
unemployment. A new sense of restlessness was in the air.

King had changed too. Ever since his return, he had found himself
drifting. ‘I tried to calm my restless mind, looking at various
schemes to which I could apply myself, but they all turned out
shadowy and vague. I could not see myself making headway socially
or �nancially in Priestman’s River, or in Jamaica for that matter … I
was impatient and eager, I grant you, but I felt that time was
running out.’9

One day he saw a second advertisement in the Daily Gleaner. A
troop ship named the Empire Windrush was due to dock in Kingston
that May, and cheap passage was being o�ered for anyone who
wanted to sail to Britain to �nd work. He knew immediately what
he had to do. He approached his mother and father, who gave him
their blessing to go – but with great sadness, because they sensed
that if he went back to Britain he would probably never return. His
father sold three cows to pay for his fare. And on 24 May 1948, Sam
King once again boarded a ship bound for the ‘Mother Country’, this
time as a civilian.

King could not have known it at the time, but the journey he made
across the Atlantic in 1948 was part of something more than just a
personal milestone: he was in the vanguard of a revolution that
would take Britain completely by surprise.

The British government believed it could control immigration
after the war. The schemes set up to attract workers from Europe all
had strict limits, and strict criteria. The ideal immigrant, as far as
the British government was concerned, was someone who would be
able to melt invisibly into British society – someone young, healthy
in body and mind, middle class, Protestant and, above all, white. It
was for this reason that they so actively tried to recruit refugees
from the Baltic States through their European Volunteer Worker
scheme: they were the people that the government felt would be
most likely to �t in.



However, there was one glaring loophole in their plans. Unlike
with European workers, there were no barriers for immigrants
coming from the British Empire. As ‘citizens of the United Kingdom
and colonies’, people like Sam King enjoyed the automatic right to
enter the UK, work, live and even to vote in UK elections. These
rights remained to all Commonwealth citizens until the British
government started to repeal them in 1962. When they arrived, they
enjoyed many advantages over some of their European rivals. They
already spoke English, and were familiar with many aspects of
British culture: as King put it, ‘We were Christians and we played
cricket.’10 Though they had to travel a long way, their journeys were
made much easier by the links that their countries already had with
Britain – they simply followed the long-established trade routes.

As a consequence of all this immigration, Britain’s cities were
rapidly transformed from the monocultures they had been in 1939
into the multicultural, multiracial melting pots they are today. By
1971 over 300,000 West Indians had settled in Britain. They were
joined by a further 300,000 from India, 140,000 from Pakistan and
over 170,000 from Africa. These communities would form the core
base for further waves of immigration in years to come.

It was, as the Jamaican-born poet Louise Bennett gleefully put it,
‘colonization in reverse’.11

Much the same was happening all over western Europe. Alongside
the �ows of people within the continent would come migrants from
much further a�eld. In the twenty-�ve years after the Second World
War, metropolitan France would become home to not only Italians,
Spaniards and Portuguese but also millions of people from its former
colonies. Nearly a million ‘pieds noirs’ – Frenchmen born in Algeria –
�ed North Africa in the wake of the Algerian War of Independence
that began in 1954. Along with them came some 600,000 native
Algerians in search of a better life. Then there were 140,000
Moroccans and 90,000 Tunisians who found work in France through
the ONI, and the 250,000 or so French citizens who arrived from
overseas departments and territories such as Guadeloupe,



Martinique and Réunion. The diversity of today’s France is rooted in
this postwar period.

The Netherlands also saw the ‘return’ of 300,000 Dutch nationals
from the newly independent Indonesia. They brought 32,000
Moluccans with them, mostly Ambonese Christians who wanted
nothing to do with the Indonesian state. They were later joined by
around 160,000 people from the other Dutch colonies of Suriname
and the Netherlands Antilles. Similar �ows of people came from
Angola and Mozambique to Portugal, and from the Democratic
Republic of Congo to Belgium.12

On a global scale, these population movements to Europe became
part of a wider trend of migration from the global south to the
richer countries of the north. It was not only the populations of
former colonies that migrated north to their ‘mother countries’ in
Europe, but also Somalians and Sri Lankans who travelled to the
Gulf States to �nd work, Filipinos and Indonesians who went to
Hong Kong or Japan and Mexicans and Puerto Ricans who travelled
into the USA. Historians and political scientists often write about the
West Indians who came to Britain after the war, but by the mid-
1970s there were actually more Caribbean migrants in New York
City alone than in the whole of western Europe. Colonial ties were
important; but more important were the opportunities that migrants
sought.13

The transformation that took place in Latin America during the
thirty or so years after the Second World War is telling. Before the
war, waves of Europeans had migrated to countries like Argentina
and Brazil to seek their fortune, much the same as they had
migrated to their colonies in Asia and Africa. Once the Second
World War was over, this pattern resumed: hundreds of thousands
of European refugees and economic migrants once again began to
arrive. But as the long economic boom in Europe continued through
the 1950s and 60s, the numbers soon began to tail o�. Instead, the
richer Latin American nations began to rely on migrant labour from
within the region: Paraguayans, Chileans and Bolivians came to
Argentina; and hundreds of thousands of Colombians �ocked to



Venezuela to �nd work on its farms and in its oil �elds. Finally,
when the whole region fell into a spiral of crippling debt during the
1970s, most of Latin America began to follow the same patterns of
migration as the rest of the global south: people �ed northwards in
search of the opportunities that had never quite materialized in
their own countries. It was not only the USA they went to.
Argentineans also began migrating to countries like Italy and Spain:
it was a kind of economic migration in reverse.14

In some ways there was nothing new about any of this. It was
simply a progression from something that had already been going
on for a century – the movement of the rural poor to the richer
cities, only written on an international scale. What was new was the
volume of people who were migrating, and the rate at which they
came; and both of these things had been greatly accelerated by the
Second World War. A generation that had been shaken up by the
onset of modernity and the global e�ects of war was much less
rooted in their communities than their parents and grandparents
had been: like Sam King, they saw an opportunity for a better life
and wanted to seize it with both hands. The same urge that drove
the independence movements of colonies around the world also
drove millions of individuals to strike out on their own and seek
their fortune elsewhere.

Not only had the urge to move grown, but so had the opportunity.
The global system of trade, economy and international cooperation
that was built after 1945 accelerated a trend that might otherwise
have taken much longer to develop. The shipping industry boomed
in these years; and a new air-travel industry blossomed, built on the
foundations of the massive �eets of aircraft that had been
constructed for war. Globalization as we know it today really took
o� in the wake of the Second World War.

In western Europe especially, this started a revolution. It was as if
fragments of India or the Caribbean had broken o� and embedded
themselves in Britain. All of a sudden splinters of North Africa had
been transplanted to France, and tiny pieces of Turkey and the
Levant scattered across Germany and the Netherlands.



Economists, artists and gastronomists are quick to point out the
enormous bene�ts this revolution has brought to Europe, but there
have also undeniably been costs. One of those costs was a growing
feeling of alienation in their hosts. It was not only the immigrant
populations who su�ered from fragmentation: their arrival would
also cause �ssures to open up in the very communities that they
were joining. This too would have profound consequences in the
years to come.15

The Windrush Generation

Sam King had no idea what he was letting himself in for when he
boarded the Empire Windrush in 1948. During the war he had been
welcomed in Britain as an ally. He had seen very little naked
prejudice, and what little he had seen tended to come not from
British people but from other outsiders – like the American GIs in
Manchester who tried to beat up his friend and take his girl, or the
South African o�cer who tried to have him billeted separately from
the white ground crew. On both occasions, British people stepped in
to help him.

When he returned in 1948, things were slightly di�erent.
Apparently it was one thing to have black men in Britain
temporarily to help �ght a war, but another thing altogether to have
them here in peacetime, perhaps even permanently.

Antipathy towards his arrival began even before he had stepped
o� the boat, and was voiced at the very top of British society. On
hearing that the Empire Windrush was carrying 492 West Indian
immigrants to London, the minister of labour, George Isaacs,
warned Parliament: ‘The arrival of these substantial numbers of men
under no organized arrangement is bound to result in considerable
di�culty and disappointment.’16 The colonial secretary, Arthur
Creech Jones, promised that this was almost certainly a unique
event, and that ‘a similar mass movement’ of Jamaican immigrants
was unlikely to happen again.17 Soon afterwards, eleven Labour MPs



wrote to their prime minister asking for new legislation to stop such
people coming in future:

The British people fortunately enjoy a profound unity without uniformity … and are
blessed by the absence of a colour racial problem. An in�ux of coloured people
domiciled here is likely to impair the harmony, strength and cohesion of our public
and social life and to cause discord and unhappiness among all concerned.18

It was not long before the press joined in. For example, on the
very day when the Empire Windrush docked at Tilbury, a headline in
the Daily Graphic called their arrival the start of an ‘invasion’.
People like Sam King were just the vanguard, it warned: a ‘huge
army of unemployed labourers’ was on its way from Jamaica.19

It is tempting to dismiss these concerns as racist nonsense: the
arrival of 492 men hardly constituted an ‘invasion’ or a ‘mass
movement’, especially when compared with the hundreds of
thousands of white immigrants that were being actively courted by
the government at the same time. But while such comments were
undoubtedly racist, there was also something else going on. For all
their latent prejudice, British o�cials were genuinely worried about
social cohesion after the war, and they feared that black Caribbean
workers simply would not be able to �t in. European immigrants at
least looked British; black workers, by contrast, would always be
visible in a crowd.20



The British government’s wartime call for unity. Pride in the diversity of people coming to
the country’s aid did not last long after 1945.

When Sam King arrived in London, he began to �nd this out for
himself. When he stepped o� the Empire Windrush he was treated
well. He was given somewhere to sleep in a disused air-raid shelter
in south London, and welcomed by the members of a local church.
But over the coming months he began to notice prejudice
everywhere, some of it subtle, some of it not so subtle at all. When
he went to the labour exchange to sign up as a carpenter, he was
told that as a Jamaican his work could not possibly be up to British
standards. It was only when he produced a certi�cate showing that
he had been trained by the RAF that they bashfully o�ered him a
choice of jobs. Accommodation was very hard to come by, and signs
went up in boarding-house windows saying ‘No blacks, no dogs’.
When he and his brother applied for a loan to buy their own house
he received a letter from the mortgage provider turning their
application down and advising them to go back to Jamaica. Later,



when he worked for the Post O�ce, he was frequently subjected to
calls of ‘Send ‘em back!’ by white workers, and one of the executives
told him openly, ‘If I had my way you would not even be a postman
in my o�ce.’21

King steadfastly refused to let such comments and attitudes hold
him back. He always considered himself British, and was proud to
be so. He joined the union. He joined the Labour Party. He opened
his house up to fellow Jamaicans who could not �nd anywhere else
to stay. He helped set up a credit union for his fellow immigrants,
and was the driving force behind Britain’s �rst black newspaper, the
West Indian Gazette. After race riots hit London’s Notting Hill in
1958, he helped his friend and colleague Claudia Jones set up a
West Indian carnival in an attempt to show the positive side of
Caribbean culture: this would eventually grow into one of Europe’s
biggest annual street festivals, today’s Notting Hill Carnival.

In 1982 King was elected to his local council in Southwark, and a
year later he became the borough’s �rst black mayor. He
immediately began to receive phone calls from people threatening
to cut his throat and burn his house down. A permanent police
guard was placed at his home. Though such things angered him, he
never let them cloud his judgement: ‘Negativism only serves to
depress and discourage.’

Before his death in 2016, at the age of ninety, the council he once
worked for erected a blue commemorative plaque on his former
house in recognition of all he had achieved in his life, and all he had
done for his community.22

Backlash

The attitudes that Sam King encountered were deeply embedded in
British culture. After more than two centuries of colonialism, British
people had built up a wide variety of assumptions about the black
races, considering them backward, lazy, inferior: so when people
like Sam King arrived, who were not only educated but also



hardworking, ambitious, erudite and capable, it threw their
assumptions into disarray. Some people learned from this
experience, including one of Sam King’s early tormentors who, on
falling on hard times later, turned to him for help; but others were
never able to see beyond the colour of King’s skin.

If there were few organized anti-immigration movements in
Britain during the 1940s and 50s, this was not because of a lack of
hostility. British people, much like the British government, spent
much of this era in denial: they simply assumed that black and
Asian immigrants would soon go home. Ironically, it was the �rst
British attempts to limit immigration that �nally exposed the truth.
The Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962 put severe restrictions
on primary immigration, so the people who now arrived were no
longer single men and women looking for work, but family members
of those who were already in Britain. Sam King’s family was a case
in point: ‘My mother had nine of us,’ he later revealed; ‘eight of us
came to Britain.’ This family consolidation was not the action of
people who intended to return to Jamaica. King and his ilk were in
Britain to stay.23

British society now began to realize that they were experiencing a
permanent change to their way of life. The Conservative politician
Enoch Powell made a series of famous speeches about how British
people now felt as though they were living in ‘alien territory’.24 A
new, racist party called the National Front was set up, whose
agenda included the ‘repatriation of all coloured immigrants and
their descendants’.25 Racist marches took place in London,
Hudders�eld, Bradford, Leicester, Oldham and many other places
across the country, often leading to violent clashes with police and
with counter-demonstrators.26

Similar unrest was seen across Europe. In the 1970s, neo-fascist
parties like the Dutch People’s Union, and the German People’s
Union began to spring up everywhere. They were joined by radical
right-wing populist parties like the Front National in France, and the
Danish and Norwegian Progress Parties. Regional separatists such as
the Northern League in Italy and the Flemish Block in Belgium also



jumped on the bandwagon. All of these parties saw a rapid increase
in their popularity during the 1970s and 80s, each adopting a
xenophobic rejection of immigrants as their central policy. More-
mainstream parties also saw an opportunity here. The best example
is Austria’s Freedom Party, whose transformation in the 1980s from
a moderate conservative stance to a stridently anti-immigration one
saw its share of the vote rise from around 5 per cent to 33 per cent.
In May 2016 the Freedom Party candidate missed out on becoming
Austria’s president by such a narrow margin that a new election had
to be held at the end of the year (which he also narrowly lost).27

At the time of writing, the radical right is more powerful in
Europe than it has been at any time since the Second World War.
Hungary’s government, which is dominated by the right-wing Fidesz
party, has frequently been criticized by politicians and newspapers
around the world for its authoritarianism and demonization of
outsiders. The only consolation for critics of Fidesz is that at least
they are less extreme than the more openly racist Jobbik party,
which won more than 20 per cent of the vote in 2014.28 Poland’s
Law and Justice Party, which came to power in 2015, is also a party
of the radical right which has been shunned by more moderate
groups in the country, and even by some of its former members.29 In
France, support for the Front National has been growing steadily for
twenty years, and in Britain the UK Independence Party received 3.8
million votes in the 2015 general election, making it the third most
popular party in Britain. All these parties have one thing in
common: they are all �ercely opposed to immigration.

In many other rich industrial nations around the world, attitudes
towards immigration have followed broadly similar paths. Australia
is a good example. After 1945, Australia’s �rst minister for
immigration, Arthur Calwell, ran a campaign to ‘populate or perish’:
‘We must �ll this country or we will lose it,’ he announced. ‘We
need to protect ourselves from the yellow peril from the north.’ In
the wake of the Second World War, Asia could still only be
conceived of as a threat, so Calwell only ever tried to encourage
immigration from Europe, preferably from Britain. This ‘White



Australia Policy’ was not dismantled until the 1960s; but the
immigration that came in the following years, predominantly from
Asia, was never fully accepted. In the 1990s, politician Pauline
Hanson founded One Nation, a party whose policies closely
resembled those of the radical right in Europe and America. She
called for a complete halt to immigration, and an end to
multiculturalism. ‘I believe we are in danger of being swamped by
Asians,’ she said in her maiden speech to Parliament. Since then,
immigration has become one of the most emotive subjects in the
country. Australia’s aversion to immigrants from Asia is so strong
that from 2012 refugees were housed o�shore in camps in
Micronesia or Papua New Guinea.30

Fear and Freedom

So, what are all these people afraid of? One of the most common
reasons, and justi�cations, for xenophobia in industrialized nations
is that native people fear for their jobs. Immigrants are regularly
blamed for undercutting the traditional labour force and driving
down wages. But regardless of whether this is true or not, this does
not seem to be most people’s main concern. If it were, then one
would expect animosity towards foreigners to rise during times of
high unemployment, but historical data from western Europe show
that there are only tenuous links between xenophobia and
employment rates.31

The real threat that immigration poses to communities in the
developed world seems to be less about jobs than about culture. As
Enoch Powell made clear in 1960s Britain, it is a numbers game.
When the proportion of black immigrants had reached a quarter or a
third of the population in some cities, he called it an ‘invasion’: ‘In
all its history, our nation has never known a greater danger.’ The
people of Britain, he wrote, were being ‘displaced, in the only
country that is theirs’.32 In the years to come, similar sentiments



were voiced all over Europe, Australasia and North America: it was
not their jobs that people feared for, but their communities.

This was part paranoia, part prejudice, but it also contained more
than a seed of truth. Communities were being eroded. People were
beginning to feel alienated. Nations were being transformed. This
was not all the fault of immigrants, of course, but since immigrants
were – and are – the most noticeable manifestation of the way
developed societies have changed since the end of the Second World
War, they have become a potent symbol of alienation.

The �gures for immigration in our own century are quite
startling. This is particularly the case in the richer Commonwealth
countries. In 1947 only 10 per cent of the Australian population had
been born overseas, and almost three-quarters of those were British
or Irish. By 2015, this proportion had soared to more than 28 per
cent, with the biggest growth coming from Asian immigrants.33

Similar patterns can be found in New Zealand and Canada. In each
of these countries, the communities that in the 1940s and 50s had
seemed so stable, so uniform – and so white – have been
transformed beyond recognition.34

Similar proportions of immigrants can now also be found in many
countries in Europe. According to the OECD, by 2013 more than 28
per cent of the Swiss population had also been born elsewhere.
There the issue of immigration became so politically sensitive that
those who wanted to bring back stricter controls managed to force
the government to hold a referendum over whether to introduce
immigration quotas, which they then won.35

At �rst glance, �gures for the rest of Europe do not appear quite
so dramatic. In the Netherlands, the foreign-born population in
2013 was only 11.6 per cent, in France it was 12 per cent, in
Germany almost 13 per cent and in Austria approaching 17 per cent.
But these �gures do not take into account the children and
grandchildren of immigrants who �rst came to these countries after
the Second World War – people who are often easily identi�able by
the colour of their skin. For those who refuse to reconcile
themselves to the changes that have already taken place to their



societies, these people are a permanent reminder of the way their
countries have altered.

Meanwhile, in the USA, more than 13 per cent of the population
was born in a foreign country. The fastest growing demographic is
people of Hispanic origin: indeed, Spanish is quickly becoming the
nation’s second language. No wonder that white, Anglo-Saxon
Americans feel themselves to be ‘strangers in their own land’.36

The UK has seen similar changes in its cultural make-up,
particularly in its cities. London has a serious claim to be the most
diverse city in the world. More than 300 languages are spoken here,
and there are at least �fty di�erent non-indigenous communities of
10,000 people or more. Almost one in every �ve Londoners is black
or mixed race. Almost one in �ve is of Asian origin. In 2013 the
mayor of London, Boris Johnson, announced – perhaps misleadingly
– that the British capital was actually France’s ‘sixth biggest city’,
with more Frenchmen living there than in Bordeaux.37

While this makes for an exciting place to live, it does not do much
to engender a feeling of belonging. There is such a high turnover of
people in London that any sense of community is often only
temporary, and must be enjoyed while it lasts before friends and
neighbours move on and are replaced. Londoners are used to this
now. Those who have lived there all their lives, as have I, have
learned to let go of the traditions they grew up with and ride the
waves of new ideas that are constantly rolling over the city; but that
does not mean that they do so without regret, or without,
occasionally, a painful sense of nostalgia for the things they knew in
their youth that are now gone for ever.

In recent years, the new front line of immigration has moved from
cities like London to small towns like Boston in Lincolnshire, which
in 2016 became to some a symbol of everything that was wrong
with Britain’s immigration policy. In this close-knit community of
60,000 souls, the sudden changes that come with large-scale
immigration were much more di�cult to cope with. Between 2005
and 2016, almost 7,000 Polish immigrants came to the town, and
people quickly began to fear that their community and traditions



would be lost. By the time of the Brexit referendum, Boston had
become ‘the most divided place in England’, and was a stronghold
for the UK Independence Party. The fear of foreigners here was not
really a fear of foreigners at all, but a fear of losing something
precious – a sense of belonging.38

There are, of course, other explanations for people’s fears. It is not
only a sense of belonging that has been threatened by large-scale
immigration, but also a sense of entitlement. The European cultures
whose empires exploited the world did not take kindly to
‘colonization in reverse’. Likewise, the peoples that conquered
Australasia, South Africa, Canada and the USA in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries believed that they had a right to oust those
who were there before them – but complained when they found
their imported cultures challenged in turn.

Perhaps the best example of this behaviour has been in the USA, a
nation built entirely upon immigration, but where immigrants are
nevertheless routinely demonized by the political establishment.
Anti-immigration rhetoric has been growing here since at least the
1980s, but probably reached its height during the 2016 presidential
election campaign, when Donald Trump famously accused Mexican
immigrants of being ‘rapists’ and ‘drug smugglers’, and vowed not
only to deport 11 million illegal immigrants back to Latin America,
but to build a wall between the USA and Mexico.39 His campaign
slogan, ‘Make America Great Again’, was interpreted by some
Americans as a thinly veiled call to make America white again.40

For America’s minorities it might be tempting, perhaps even
satisfying, to see a kind of historical justice in the way that the tides
of immigration have washed over white America, and will doubtless
continue to do so despite Trump’s rhetoric. But to glory in the
misfortunes of the white working class is both unpleasant and
misses the nuances of the bigger picture. Many of those who voted
for Trump were themselves immigrants, or children of immigrants,
who had arrived in the country with nothing and who hoped to



prosper through hard work and determination. Such people were
once the very embodiment of the American Dream.

But the world has changed irrevocably since the 1940s and 50s,
when America truly was a ‘great’ nation. Mass migration is just one
component of a much bigger process of globalization which has
been eating away at the prospects of American workers for decades.
Now it is not only newcomers that threaten to take away American
jobs – the jobs themselves have migrated overseas, where labour is
even cheaper than that provided by American immigrants.
Mechanization is also revolutionizing the workplace: the
technologies that in 1945 promised Americans a life of leisure now
threaten to deprive them of their livelihoods.

According to Arlie Russell Hochschild, the people who felt left
behind by globalization voted for Trump because they had lost all
faith in the more conventional leaders who had allowed the
American Dream to wither and die. It was not necessarily that the
white working class begrudged immigrants the chance to make
good: they were more angry at the fact that they had seen their own
status drop so precipitously over the previous years. The
opportunities, so plentiful in 1945 and the decades which followed,
seemed to have withered to a point where American workers now
had to �ght as hard as any immigrant just to survive.

Here again, the xenophobia they sometimes displayed was not
really xenophobia at all, but resentment of their powerlessness in
the face of global forces, and the crushing realization that the future
that they once believed was waiting for them no longer existed.41

The New ‘Other’

As the twenty-�rst century dawned, all of these fears crystallized
into one meta-fear, which has become one of the dominant features
of our age. On 11 September 2001, Islamic extremists launched a
series of attacks on America, most famously by �ying passenger
airliners into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New



York. In the following years Islamic terrorists would also bomb
commuter trains in Madrid (March 2004), the public transport
network in London (July 2005), the international airport in Brussels
(March 2016), and launch a string of attacks in France and
Germany. All of a sudden it seemed that the rich industrial nations
of the developed world had another reason to fear their immigrant
populations: now it was not only jobs, communities and historic
privilege that were threatened, but Western civilization as a whole.
In reality, there is nothing new about this fear. It is the same fear
that was once felt towards the Nazis, then transferred to the
Communists, and which has been looking for a home ever since the
Cold War ended.

The anti-immigration lobby has a vested interest in stirring up
this fear wherever possible, because it calls into question our
immigration policy since the Second World War. It seems to justify
what they have been saying all along: by allowing Muslims into
their societies in such numbers ever since the 1940s, Western
governments have invited an enemy in.

This is the reason Donald Trump promised to ban the immigration
of Muslims during the 2016 US presidential campaign. It is why
Hungary refused to take in Muslim refugees from the Syrian War the
same year. And it is why Dutch presidential hopeful Geert Wilders
called for the ‘de-Islami�cation’ of the Netherlands the same year –
and thereby took his ‘Party for Freedom’ to the top of the polls,
despite the fact that he was simultaneously facing police charges for
inciting racial hatred.42 Muslims now occupy the same place in the
European imagination that Jews did at the beginning of the
twentieth century: the actions of a tiny minority have opened the
door to the demonization of an entire religion.

Ironically, the only other people to bene�t from such thinking are
the Islamic terrorists themselves. Since the primary aim of terrorism
is to spread fear, extremist groups like al-Qaeda and Islamic State
can congratulate themselves on a job well done. Their actions in and
after 2001 provoked a reaction beyond their wildest dreams. They
triggered a US-led attack on Afghanistan, where many of the



terrorists were based, which rapidly became a holy war, and a
beacon to disa�ected Muslims everywhere. They provoked a second
war between the USA and Iraq, which destabilized another region of
the Middle East. And along the way a succession of martyrs and
heroes were advertised to the world in the mainstream media. The
rise and rise of Islamic extremism since the end of the Cold War has
been built on an ability to provoke a reaction from the West.

And yet Islamic extremists are also afraid. The reason they want
to overthrow Western liberal democracy is because it threatens their
traditions, their culture and a way of life they imagine has remained
unchanged for centuries. They see the governments of
predominantly Muslim countries like Saudi Arabia or Jordan
apparently dancing to a Western tune. They see the e�ects of mass
immigration, as workers from all over south Asia �ock to the Gulf
States in search of work. They see Islamic values being eroded by
new, Western traditions and the growth of information technology.
They see the ancient privileges reserved for men and for religious
leaders slowly ebbing away. And they know that unless they do
something dramatic, destructive, gigantic – unless they can create
their own global revolution – these changes will inevitably continue.

The same is true for some sections of the new Muslim populations
of rich Western nations. These communities came, like Sam King, in
search of a better life in the wake of the Second World War. Like
Sam King they had to �ght for a place in British, or German, or
American society, and they resigned themselves to making
compromises for the sake of �tting into their adopted home. But
things are di�erent for their children and grandchildren. Muslims
who were born in, say, France have a sense of entitlement that their
parents never quite had: they consider themselves just as French as
any of their countrymen, and rightly so. And yet the prejudice
against them remains. They feel themselves attacked on two sides:
they are simultaneously rejected by society and under pressure to
assimilate more fully.

As Jean-Paul Sartre observed in 1944, such people face an
impossible choice: if they assimilate completely, they are denying



themselves; but if they do not assimilate, they are accepting that
they will always have to be the outsider, the ‘Other’.43 It is little
wonder that a small percentage have found the internal con�ict that
this arouses too di�cult to face, that they have instead chosen to
embrace rejection, nurture it, and turn it back on the societies in
which they live.

I started this book by claiming that we are all, in a sense, refugees
and immigrants. For some of the people whose lives I have
described, this is literally the case. People like Georgina Sand,
whose story I opened with, or Aharon Appelfeld, or Sam King left
their countries of origin for good and have lived out the rest of their
lives abroad. For many more, like Anthony Curwen or Waruhiu
Itote, the de�ning moments of their lives took place in foreign
countries during times of war or revolution. But every person in this
book experienced massive upheavals in their lives as a direct
consequence of the Second World War. Even if they did not travel to
other countries, the world they had once known was transformed
beyond recognition by the things that they experienced and the
times in which they lived. The same can be said of most people who
survived the momentous changes of the twentieth century.

The war unleashed forces that changed our world in 1945, and
have continued to a�ect our way of life up to today. First and
foremost, it created a great deal of trauma that has haunted people
and societies ever since. The war also created the superpowers, and
the tensions between East and West that de�ned the world for the
next forty-�ve years. It swept away the European and Japanese
empires, setting hundreds of millions free to choose their own
destinies – or at least to try to do so. It produced advances in science
and technology, in human rights and international law, in art,
architecture, medicine and philosophy. It cleared the way for new
political and economic systems and laid down the foundations of the
globalization we know today. The upheaval of peoples started by
the war threw alien cultures into close proximity, and now the pace
of change has grown so fast that fewer and fewer of us can say with



absolute certainty who our neighbours will be tomorrow, or
whereabouts in the world we ourselves will end our days.

No matter what we may wish, these changes cannot be undone.
As the twenty-�rst century progresses we face a choice. Either we
can embrace world change, ride the forces of progress and try to
make it work to our advantage; or we can resist change, try to hold
it in abeyance so that we can protect what is left of the old ways of
life that we value so dearly. If history is anything to go by, I suspect
we shall probably take both courses of action simultaneously,
satisfying no one completely, but muddling through nevertheless.

There is a third choice: we can kick over the whole system and try
to start again from scratch. The world today is full of people
promising to do exactly this. They are angry, and disillusioned with
the way that the world has changed, and they are looking more than
ever for someone to blame. This is not so much a legacy of the
Second World War as a return to the same ways of thinking that
brought about the war in the �rst place.

The frustrations that are gripping the world today will be familiar
to anyone who has studied the rise to war in the 1930s. Now, as
then, large parts of the world are subject to high levels of
unemployment, growing poverty and economic stagnation. There is
a growing anger at the gap between rich and poor, a growing
distrust of outsiders and, above all, a growing fear of what used to
be called modernity, but which today has become globalization.

In 1945, these were problems we believed we could solve. Unless
we begin to solve them again, the demagogues and revolutionaries
will step in to solve them for us, just as they once did in the middle
of the twentieth century.



Epilogue

The Second World War was not just another event – it changed
everything. As armed forces swept from one end of the globe to the
other, consuming whole economies, sacri�cing civilians as readily as
soldiers, even those caught up in the violence could see that
something fundamental was being destroyed. ‘You have to
understand that a world is dying’, observed Ed Murrow, an
American war reporter, in 1940; ‘old values, the old prejudices, and
the old bases of power and prestige are going’. The Allies on both
sides of the Atlantic, and on both sides of the Paci�c, entered the
war against Germany and Japan in the belief that they were �ghting
to preserve a way of life. In reality they were to become bystanders
as that way of life disappeared.1

The world that emerged in 1945 was entirely di�erent from the
world that had gone to war. On the one hand it was physically
scarred and psychologically traumatized: whole cities had been
destroyed, whole nations devoured and, in much of Europe and east
Asia, whole communities murdered or displaced. Hundreds of
millions of people had been exposed to violence on a scale they had
never before imagined. On the other hand the world in 1945 was
probably more uni�ed than it had ever been. Friendships had been
forged in the �res of war, and for a while there was genuine hope
that these friendships could be carried forward into peacetime. The
end of the war also brought feelings of release that people
everywhere would remember for the rest of their lives. These two
forces – the fear and the freedom – would be amongst the most
important drivers in the creation of the postwar world.



This book has been an attempt to chart how the Second World
War, and its material and psychological consequences, have shaped
our lives. In the opening chapters I showed how, in an e�ort to cope
with the violence and cruelty they had just witnessed, people
everywhere adopted new ways of thinking. They were shown a
universe populated with heroes, monsters and martyrs. They
imagined the war as a titanic struggle between good and evil. They
created a mythology that made sense of the incomprehensible,
reassured them that their sacri�ces had been worthwhile, and gave
them hope that the darkness had been banished for ever.

It was such thinking that allowed the world to recover as quickly
as it did. Our heroes continued to act heroically, and took
responsibility for imposing order, building new institutions, and
nursing shattered nations back to health. Those we considered
monsters were destroyed, brought to justice, silenced, tamed, and
sometimes even reformed. The victims of the war, wherever
possible, retired to tend to their wounds. And everyone, everywhere,
began to have faith that a new era had dawned.

Thus a time of ideals was born. In Part III showed how these
ideals inspired dreams of Utopia amongst those who were
determined that mankind should learn the lessons of the war.
Scientists dreamed of a world not only powered by new
technologies – the jets and rockets and computers that had come out
of the war – but infused with scienti�c ways of thinking: rational,
enlightened and peaceful. Architects dreamed of radiant new cities
rising phoenix-like from the rubble, where everyone would at last
have access to light and air and healthy living. Social planners and
philosophers saw an opportunity to bring people together, to iron
out the di�erences between them and make the world a fairer, more
equal place. It was a future not of fear, but of freedom, that they
imagined.

In such an atmosphere it seemed quite natural that every dream
should be a universal dream, and that every solution to our ills
should be a universal solution. In Part III I showed how postwar
politicians, lawyers and economists tried to create a system that



would allow the whole world to act together as a single unit. The
global institutions they set up in the aftermath of the Second World
War were far more inclusive than any other previous institutions,
and far more robust; but for some idealists they did not go far
enough. These visionaries argued that if all human beings were to
have the same freedoms, rights and responsibilities, then all human
beings should live under the same system, and have an equal say in
how that system was run. They wanted nothing short of a single
world government.

It was in ideas like this that the dreams of the postwar era began
to fall down. For every person who saw world government as a
chance for perpetual peace there was another that imagined it as a
form of perpetual enslavement. Of all the mirages that people
scrambled towards in the wake of the war, the most unreachable
was surely the idea of absolute universality. Thus, at exactly the
same time that the world was trying to unite, it also began to
fragment.

As I showed in Part IV, one of the greatest legacies of the Second
World War was that it produced not a single superpower, but two,
and each eyed the other’s pretensions towards world domination
with increasing suspicion. The Americans knew that if a world
government were created there was no guarantee that it would be a
democratic government: they were just as determined to stop the
world from falling into Stalin’s hands as they had been to stop it
from falling into Hitler’s. The Soviets, meanwhile, were equally
committed to stopping the spread of American power, and began to
use the same language of heroes, monsters and martyrs that they
had adopted during the Second World War to describe their new
ideological con�ict with the West. This split between East and West
would be duplicated all over the globe, as nations everywhere were
tempted, coaxed and coerced into taking one side or the other.

It was not only the superpowers who provided a challenge to the
idea of world unity. In Part VI showed how dreams of freedom,
inspired by the Second World War, produced a resurgence of
nationalism everywhere. People in Asia, Africa and the Middle East



began to clamour for independence from the European empires that
had ruled them for centuries; but their passion for self-
determination sometimes resulted in nations breaking up into
smaller and smaller units. In many parts of the developing world,
authoritarian governments and dictatorships took power in the
name of restoring order: if agreement between factions did not arise
naturally, sooner or later it would be imposed, often at the expense
of freedom.

The only region where nationalism was held in abeyance for a
while was in Europe, but even here it burst forth occasionally in
�ashbacks to the Second World War. The European Union was set
up in an attempt to make war between nations in Europe
impossible, but in the end this institution would itself inspire
dreams of national freedom. At the time of writing the EU has also
begun to fragment, and nationalism is once again growing all over
the continent.

In Part VII explored some of the most destructive legacies of the
Second World War, which took these divisive tendencies to their
logical extreme – splitting nations, splitting communities and
families, and creating a sense of trauma and loss which still burrow
at the very heart of many societies today. I ended by looking at the
ultimate splitting of society into its smallest constituent parts of all –
individual human beings, who have been cut free from their own
communities, sometimes against their will, and scattered across the
globe in search of work, or opportunity, or stability. The
globalization of peoples, which was yet another process vastly
accelerated by the Second World War, contributed to new tensions
in the richer nations, which have also become fragmented and
atomized. Greater freedom has not brought greater happiness.

Individuals can also be split. Some of those who su�ered severe
traumas during the war found themselves unable to reconcile their
experiences with who they thought they were and who they wanted
to be. They found themselves cut o� from the bright new future that
everyone else was striving for, condemned instead to a perpetual
reliving of the past. Several of the people whose stories I have told



in these pages have su�ered this fate – not only the victims of the
war, like Otto Dov Kulka, Aharon Appelfeld, Evgeniia Kiseleva and
Choi Myeong-sun, but also some of its ‘monsters’, like Yuasa Ken.
Even some of the ‘heroes’ of the war – people like Ben Ferencz or
Garry Davis – were unable to leave the war behind them. The things
they had seen, and the lessons they learned, would follow them
relentlessly for the rest of their lives.

Many of the individuals in this book found themselves split in
other ways too, by internal con�icts and dilemmas that were thrown
up by the situations in which they found themselves during the war
and its aftermath. Both Hans Bjerkholt and Cord Meyer were forced
to re-evaluate their commitment to ideas they had believed in
passionately before and during the war. Bjerkholt reluctantly
abandoned the Communist Party to follow his new-found
spirituality, and Meyer abandoned his dream of world unity to begin
a new crusade against the Soviet Union. Conversely, Anthony
Curwen was driven to embrace communism, and even violent
revolution, after having been a paci�st throughout the war. All of
these people were forced into making such decisions by
circumstances beyond their control. None made their decisions
lightly.

In a similar vein, both Eugene Rabinowitch and Andrei Sakharov
had to reconcile di�erent beliefs that appeared to contradict one
another: they had both worked on nuclear weapons, and yet they
were both utterly committed to promoting peace and cooperation
between their respective superpowers. Some people had to struggle
with such dilemmas repeatedly. Carlos Delgado Chalbaud, for
example, had to justify taking part in not one revolution but two –
the �rst to install democracy in Venezuela, and the second to
remove it again. Waruhiu Itote also had to make a double transition:
�rstly from loyal soldier to rebel against the British; secondly from
rebel to peacemaker.

Almost every one of these people expressed some kind of
alienation – from their countries, from their families or
communities, even from themselves. The same splits that were being



expressed on a global or a national scale were present on the most
intimate scale of all.

This link between the global, the national and the personal is the
most important part of this book. The Second World War not only
changed our world – it also changed us. It brought us face to face
with some of our greatest fears, and traumatized us in ways that we
still have not fully acknowledged; some parts of the world have
never recovered from the experience. But it also inspired us, and
taught us the true value of freedom – not only political and national
freedom, and freedom of worship and belief, but also personal
freedom and the awesome responsibilities it places upon the
individual.

It is for this reason that I have put personal stories at the very
heart of this history. Such stories are not only a window to our past,
but also a key to understanding why we act the way we do today.
Those who think of history as a progressive force, leading us slowly
but surely towards a better, more rational world, underestimate
man’s capacity for irrationality. History is driven as much by our
collective emotions as it is by any rational march towards ‘progress’.
Some of the most powerful forces driving our world were either
born during the Second World War, or arose from our reactions to
the consequences of that war. It is only by understanding where
these collective emotions have come from that we have any hope of
preventing ourselves from being swept away by them.

This is not easy. We have wrapped ourselves up in a blanket of
myth; and it is only by peeling this away that we can get at the
roots of the fear, indignation and self-righteousness that drive so
much of our thinking. Again, it is the stories of individuals that can
provide us with a key. Towards the beginning of this book I told the
story of Leonard Creo, who gladly accepted the medals he was given
during the war, and the praise which came with them, and only
came gradually to the realization that he had not really done
anything heroic, but merely acted as any human being would have
done in his situation. ‘The army needs heroes,’ he told me; ‘that’s
why they give them medals. They’ve got to get the best out of these



slobs.’ Society also needs heroes, and it is willing to promote them
as role models for the rest of us, even if that means bending or
hiding the truth.2

If it takes time for our ‘heroes’ to acknowledge what really
happened in the past, then the same is true for our ‘monsters’.
Often, they never get there. It took years of silent contemplation to
force Yuasa Ken to realize that he had committed not only crimes
but atrocities in China. When he �nally returned to Japan after the
war he was astonished to discover that none of those who had
collaborated with him in these atrocities acknowledged that they
had done anything wrong at all. Sometimes it is simply easier to
remember a more convenient version of events than the one that
actually took place.

Nations also act like this. How else can one explain the way that
nations like Britain or the USA still shy away from acknowledging
their lack of mercy during the Second World War, both towards
those they vanquished and towards those they liberated? Or the way
that nationalist factions in Japan continue to deny crimes that
everyone else in the world knows they committed? Why else would
the Poles or the French devote so much energy towards
remembering their own ‘heroic’ resistance during the war, and so
little towards acknowledging their own cowardice or cruelty? All
nations give in to such tendencies, just as all individuals do, and
they should remind themselves of this fact when �ghting today’s
battles.

Perhaps the most damaging myths that arose from the Second
World War are those of martyrdom. I have spent a great deal of this
book exploring su�ering: I believe it is vitally important for every
nation to acknowledge the traumas it has experienced, because it is
only through mourning our losses that we are able to move on. But
wounded nations often like to elevate their anguish into something
sacred, because to do so allows them to imagine that they had no
part in their own su�ering, that it was exclusively someone else’s
doing. Such holy innocence grants them both absolution from past
sins and justi�cation for future ones. Rather than examining their



loss in order to come to terms with it, they clutch their grief like a
weapon, and transform it into holy indignation.

These are the kinds of emotions deliberately stirred up by those
who wish to exploit them for their own gain – unscrupulous
politicians, media moguls, religious demagogues and so on. They
invite us to lose ourselves in the righteous power of the crowd.
Those who answer their call and allow themselves to be swept away
in communal emotion can gain both a sense of purpose and a sense
of belonging, but only at the expense of giving up their freedom. If
the Second World War should have taught us anything, it is that
freedom, once abdicated, is rarely regained easily.

Unfortunately, embracing freedom is not an easy option either.
True freedom requires us to step out of the crowd, even to stand up
to it occasionally, and to think for ourselves whenever we can. It
obliges us to face our losses squarely and honestly, to understand
that we too made mistakes, and played a part in our own su�ering.
A free person is a person burdened with responsibility and
uncomfortable truths.

Once again, personal stories from people who survived the war
can provide us with examples of how to walk this lonely path. I
began this book with the story of Georgina Sand, and I shall end it
with her too. A child refugee from Austria, she was forced to make a
new life for herself in Britain. After repeated displacements over a
period of ten years, she �nally settled down with her husband in
London, but she knows that the experience damaged her along the
way. ‘For many years I didn’t talk to anyone about what I’d gone
through. My children never knew. Only when I got older, and the
children were grown up already did it come back to me, but I didn’t
want to talk about it. It was too painful.’ She knows that her
marriage was not always a happy one, that her husband sometimes
treated her like the child she was when she �rst met him, and that
she herself passively allowed him to organize their lives, as if she
were still as helpless as she had been as a refugee during the war.
She also acknowledged that she made mistakes with her children,
and that she has passed her own unbearable anxiety on to them.



And she has long since reconciled herself to the fact that she will
always be an outsider, no matter how long she lives. ‘But I’m calmer
now,’ she told me. ‘I appreciate what I’ve got. The experiences were
painful at times. But look, maybe in a way it made me.’

All of the people in this book were forced to come to similar
conclusions. The Second World War remained a �xed point in all of
their lives, but as the world changed around them they each came to
the gradual realization that the ways of thinking they had adopted
in order to cope with the war were no longer serving them well. If
they wanted to grasp a new future, they had no choice but to face
their old fears and resentments, and do whatever they could to let
them go.

Unless we too can reconcile ourselves to the traumas and
disappointments that have come our way since the war, we will be
doomed to repeat the mistakes of the past. If we can’t embrace the
richness and complexities of life, however painful, we will reach for
comforting simplicities instead. We will continue to tell ourselves
stories of heroes who can do no wrong, and monsters who are the
irredeemable embodiment of evil. We will continue to imagine
ourselves as martyrs, whose su�ering makes us holy and justi�es
our every action, no matter how wicked. And no doubt we will
continue to couch these myths in the language of the Second World
War, just as we have done ever since 1945, as if the decades that
separate us from that time never happened.
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Photographs

1. The leaders of twenty nations, including six of the world’s ten largest economies, gather
on the steps of the Château de Bénouville in France in 2014. The occasion? Not a trade
conference or political summit, but a commemoration of the Second World War: the 70th
anniversary of D-Day.





2. A Spit�re, a Lancaster bomber and a Hurricane �y over Buckingham Palace during the
wedding celebrations for Prince William and Kate Middleton. These Second World War
aircraft have become as much a symbol of Britain as the royal family themselves.





3. The art of the victim: Stolen Innocence, by Kang Duk-kyung. Kang was raped by a
Japanese military policeman in 1944 and spent the rest of the war incarcerated in a
Japanese military brothel. Her painting depicts a cherry tree, a symbol of Japan, covered in
phallic chilli peppers. Beneath its roots are the skulls of the women it has already
consumed.



4. The hero gets his girl: Eduardo Kobra’s mural of a sailor and a nurse celebrating VJ Day
in New York City. It is a reworking of Alfred Eisenstaedt’s famous 1945 photograph in Life
magazine, which gave Americans a fairy-tale ending to their war.



5. The world reborn: in the UN Security Council chamber, Per Krohg’s huge mural depicts
people climbing out of the hell of the Second World War into a bright new world. Above
the President’s seat, a phoenix rises from the ashes.





6. The Second World War is often invoked in the name of nationalist rivalries. Here, Italy’s
Il Giornale proclaims Angela Merkel’s Germany in 2012 to be the ‘Fourth Reich’.





7. The EU as the enemy. In January 2016 Polish news magazine Wprost depicts prominent
EU politicians as Hitler and his generals. The headline reads, ‘Again they want to supervise
Poland’.



8. ’Dachau!’ Greek nationalist newspaper Dimokratia claims that EU austerity measures, as
outlined in a 2012 memorandum, are turning Greece into a German concentration camp.



9. Britain’s greatest war hero, Winston Churchill, adorns one side of the country’s £5 note.
Introduced in the summer of 2016, the note’s design immediately prompted speculation in
the press about how Churchill would have voted in that summer’s Brexit referendum.



10. An alternative wartime hero appears on this Italian postage stamp from 2007: Altiero
Spinelli, who spent the war years drafting a blueprint for the European Union.





11. Since the 1990s, interest in the Second World War has ballooned in China. Lu Chuan’s
2009 blockbuster Nanjing! Nanjing! is one of many productions depicting the savage
outbreak of war in 1937.





12. Second World War martyrdom and heroism is a staple of Russian TV and cinema. Fedor
Bondarchuk’s 2013 �lm Stalingrad broke Russian box o�ce records.



13. Martyrdom and salvation as a museum experience. After making their way through the
harrowing exhibition in the Holocaust museum at Yad Vashem, visitors are rewarded with



this view over the Jerusalem hills. Thus Zionism and the Holocaust become entwined: the
Land of Israel is literally the light at the end of the tunnel.



14. Martyrdom by proxy in Latin America. The Holocaust memorial in Montevideo is proof
that the Jewish victims of the Second World War are regarded as universal victims.
However, there is more going on here than meets the eye. This memorial was erected in
1994 at a time when Uruguay was still mourning atrocities by its own recent dictatorship.



15. The new Second World War Museum in Gdansk, completed in 2017, uses its
architecture to impart an unnerving sense of dystopia. On opening, its ground-breaking
exhibition was too nuanced for the nationalist government, which criticized it for being
‘not Polish enough’.



16. Since 1945, Western Europe has seen a long boom in immigration. In this controversial
image, taken during the 2005 German elections, two Muslim immigrants are seen beside an
election poster that reads ‘Better for our country’.



17. The rise of the radical right in Europe and America since 2008 has prompted countless
parallels with the 1930s. During his presidential campaign, America’s Donald Trump was
regularly compared to Hitler, especially because of the way he demonized immigrants and
Muslims. Here, the Philadelphia Daily News employs ‘Furor’ as a pun on ‘Führer’.
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