
ajp taylor origins of the second world
war
AJP Taylor’s Origins of the Second World War is a significant work that has shaped
historical discourse regarding the causes of one of the most devastating conflicts in human
history. Published in 1961, this book challenged prevailing narratives and introduced a
controversial perspective on the events leading to World War II. Taylor's analysis has
sparked extensive debate among historians, politicians, and the public alike, making it a
pivotal text for understanding the complexities of 20th-century history.

Overview of AJP Taylor’s Argument

AJP Taylor, a prominent British historian, argued in his book that the Second World War
was not the result of a deliberate plan by Adolf Hitler or a series of unavoidable events.
Instead, he posited that it was largely a consequence of miscommunication,
misunderstandings, and the failure of diplomatic efforts. Taylor's thesis revolves around
several key points:

The Treaty of Versailles created a climate of resentment in Germany.

Hitler's expansionist policies were largely opportunistic rather than ideologically
driven.

The policies of Britain and France toward Germany contributed to the escalation of
tensions.

The role of other nations, including the Soviet Union, was often overlooked in
traditional narratives.

The Historical Context of the 1960s

To fully appreciate Taylor's arguments, it is essential to consider the historical context in
which he wrote. The 1960s was a time of extensive reevaluation of historical narratives,
influenced by various political movements, including decolonization and the Cold War.
Historians were beginning to challenge established viewpoints, and there was a growing
interest in the complexity of historical events.

The Impact of the Treaty of Versailles



One of the cornerstones of Taylor's argument is the impact of the Treaty of Versailles,
which was signed in 1919 at the end of World War I. This treaty imposed heavy
reparations and territorial losses on Germany, fostering a deep sense of humiliation and
resentment among the German populace. Taylor suggested that this environment was ripe
for the rise of extremist ideologies.

The loss of territories like Alsace-Lorraine to France.

The demilitarization of the Rhineland.

Restrictions on the German military.

These elements contributed to the narrative of victimhood that Hitler would later exploit
to consolidate power.

Hitler’s Opportunism

Taylor contested the idea that Hitler had a clear, long-term strategy for expansion.
Instead, he argued that many of Hitler's decisions were reactive and opportunistic. For
example, the remilitarization of the Rhineland in 1936 was a gamble that paid off, as it
went largely unopposed by France or Britain. This opportunism can be seen in several
critical moments leading to the war:

The annexation of Austria in 1938 (Anschluss).1.

The Sudetenland crisis and the Munich Agreement of 1938.2.

The invasion of Czechoslovakia in early 1939.3.

According to Taylor, these actions were not part of a grand design but rather a series of
bold moves that exploited the weaknesses of other nations.

Failures of Diplomacy

Taylor emphasized that the failure of diplomacy played a crucial role in the lead-up to the
war. The British and French governments' policies, characterized by appeasement,
allowed Hitler to expand without significant opposition. Taylor argued that this policy was
rooted in a desire to avoid another catastrophic war, but it ultimately emboldened Hitler.



Key Events of Appeasement

Several key events illustrate the policy of appeasement:

The Munich Agreement (1938) allowed Hitler to annex the Sudetenland.

The lack of action when Germany reoccupied the Rhineland.

The failure to support Czechoslovakia militarily in 1938.

These actions demonstrated a significant miscalculation by the Allies, as they
underestimated Hitler's ambitions.

The Role of Other Nations

In his analysis, Taylor also highlighted the importance of other nations in the lead-up to
the war, particularly the Soviet Union. He argued that the traditional focus on the Anglo-
French axis neglects the complexities of international relations at the time.

The Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939 allowed Germany to invade Poland without fear of
Soviet intervention.

Stalin's own expansionist ambitions in Eastern Europe were often overlooked.

By examining the roles of these nations, Taylor presented a more nuanced understanding
of the geopolitical landscape of the late 1930s.

Criticism and Controversy

AJP Taylor's work has not been without its critics. Many historians argue that his
arguments downplay the ideological aspects of Nazi aggression. Critics often point out
that while Hitler may have been opportunistic, there was also a clear ideological drive
behind his policies, rooted in a desire for Lebensraum (living space) for the German
people.

Responses to Criticism

In response to criticisms, Taylor maintained that his focus was on the events and decisions
that led to the war rather than the motivations behind them. He argued that



understanding the chaos of decision-making during this period was key to understanding
how the war erupted.

Legacy of AJP Taylor’s Work

The legacy of AJP Taylor’s Origins of the Second World War is profound. It has influenced
countless historians and has become a foundational text in the study of World War II. His
work has prompted further research and debate, leading to a more complex understanding
of the factors that contributed to the outbreak of the war.

Impact on Historical Scholarship

Taylor's arguments have inspired historians to:

Reassess the role of diplomacy in the 1930s.

Consider the impact of international relations beyond just Britain and France.

Explore the socio-political contexts of nations involved in the war.

As a result, AJP Taylor has become a figure whose work continues to resonate in historical
discussions today.

Conclusion

In conclusion, AJP Taylor’s Origins of the Second World War offers a compelling and
controversial perspective on the events leading up to one of the most significant conflicts
in history. By challenging established narratives and emphasizing the role of
miscommunication, opportunism, and diplomatic failures, Taylor has opened the door to a
richer understanding of the complexities that shaped the 20th century. His work remains a
critical point of reference for historians and students alike, encouraging ongoing inquiry
into the intricate web of causes behind the Second World War.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is A.J.P. Taylor's main argument in 'The Origins of
the Second World War'?
A.J.P. Taylor argues that the Second World War was not the inevitable result of Hitler's



expansionist policies but rather a consequence of the failures of the European powers to
respond effectively to these policies and their own internal weaknesses.

How does Taylor view the role of Hitler in the outbreak
of World War II?
Taylor suggests that while Hitler played a significant role in the war's outbreak, his
actions were not premeditated in a grand design but were instead opportunistic,
responding to the weaknesses of other nations.

What criticisms have been leveled against Taylor's
interpretation of the origins of the Second World War?
Critics argue that Taylor downplays the ideological motivations of Nazi Germany and the
moral responsibility of the Allies for their policies of appeasement, suggesting that this
perspective could lead to a dangerous oversimplification of complex historical events.

In what ways does Taylor's work challenge traditional
narratives about World War II?
Taylor challenges the traditional narrative by highlighting the roles of miscommunication,
political miscalculations, and the failure of diplomacy, suggesting that the war was not a
predetermined conflict but rather a series of contingent events.

What impact did 'The Origins of the Second World War'
have on historical scholarship?
Taylor's work had a significant impact on historical scholarship by prompting a
reevaluation of the causes of the war, influencing both historians and policymakers to
reconsider the complexities of international relations in the interwar period.

How does Taylor's interpretation relate to contemporary
discussions about war and peace?
Taylor's interpretation serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of appeasement and
miscalculation in international relations, highlighting the importance of proactive
diplomacy in preventing conflict.
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