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152 the Age of Catastrophe

Yet what weakened the resolution of the crucial European democra
France and Great Britain, was not so much the political mechanisms
democracy, as the memory of the First World War. This was a woun
whose pain was felt both by voters and governments, because the impa
of that war had been both unprecedented and universal. For both Fran

and Britain jt was, in human (though not in material) terms, far greatefd

than the impact of the Second World War proved to be (see chapter 1)

the last of all resorts of politics.

A reluctance to go to war must not be confused with a refusal to fight, ;

though the potential military morale of the French, who had suffered
more than any other belligerent country, was certainly weakened by the
trauma of 1914-]8, Nobody went into the Second World War singing,
not even the Germans, On the other hand unqualified (non-religious)
pacifism, though quite popular in Britain in the 1930s, was never a mass

claimed the right to refuse to fight were small (Calvocoressi, 1987, p. 63).
On the non-communist Left, ‘even more emotionally committed to

hatred of war and militarism after 1918 than it had been (in theory)
before 1914, peace at any price remained a minority position, even in
France where it was strongest. In Britain George Lansbury, a pacifist )
who, by the accident of an electoral holocaust, found himself at the head
of the Labour Party after 1931, was efficiently and brutally removed from
leadership in 1935. Uplike the French socialist-headed Popular Front
government of 1936-38, Briti,sh_LabExrrcould_be criticized, not for lack of
firmness towards the fascist aggressors, but for refusing to support the
necessary military measures to make resistance effective, such as rearma-
ment and conscription, So, for the same reasons, could the communists,
who were never tempted by pacifism.

The Left was indeed in a quandary. On the one hand the strength of
anti-fascism was that it mobilized those who feared war, both the last and
the unknown horrors of the next. That fascism meant war was a convin-
cing reason for fighting it. On the other hand, resistance to fascism which
did not envisage the use of arms could not succeed. What is more, the
hope of bringing about the collapse of Nazi Germany, or even Mussolini’s
Italy, by collective but peaceable firmness, rested on illusions about
Hitler and about the supposed forces of opposition within Germany. In
any case we who lived through those times knew that there would be a
war, even as we sketched out unconvincing scenarios for avoiding it. We
~ the historian may also appeal to his memory - expected 1o fight in the
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iext war, and probably to die. And as anti-fascists we had no doubt that
when it c,ame to the point we had no choice but to fight. e wsed to
Nevertheless, the political dilemma of the Left cannot

i i eparations
Explain the failure of governments, if only because effective prep

i at part
for war did not depend on resolutions passed (or not passiﬁl fez 0);
ongresses; or even, for a period of several years, ond b e
;’“Eif ns ’Yet governments, and in particular the French an ,
ections.

ed
= had also been indelibly scarred by t!\e Great War. Frdancewl:::]ill ;m:;‘gv od
i from it bled white, and still potentially a smaller and a

than a defeated Germany. France was nothing \'vitho;:.t :“]-l:!ij a;;in::: :1
ived Germany, and the only European countries whic ! edual
}’CVW;{ in allyiné with France, Poland and the l-labsburghsuct on
:tlat::s were plainly too weak for the purpose. 'I:he Fr:(r;(; fte[:ua [heir
mone;' on a line of fortifications (the ‘Maginot Line’, nam < ter 8 soon-
forgotten minister) which, they :1]:)ped, f»y({,l:l:i :il::te(: :::cc;t:;ter 'lg). Bovond
e prospect of losses like hose o -
:)lzlist}tlhe; coflfi only look to Britain and, after 19.33, th:_: fUnSd?‘:wnm el
The British governments were equally conscious oS ut . they o
s. Financially they could not afford another war. Stra egh th; B
{m . had a navy capable of simultaneously operating in the pree oAt
cant ad in the Mediterranean. At the same time, the problem that
really worr Id them was not what happened in Europe,. but how t;)“ 0ll :
l’m“yh:ammieth ateﬁtly insufficient forces, a global empire geographica oyf
::f::r l-t’h‘:;vn e?/er before, but also and visibly on the verge
decl;outllf(s)ztt:.snt.hus knew themselves to be too weak to defenl:i a :}t:;uss t::](;
largely established in 1919 to suit them. .Bot.h also .kl?ewhta da\ta b
vas unstable, and impossible to maintain. Ne.lt er o
o frc ther’ war, and plenty to lose. The obvious and ogical p ’
g?m tf(r)o;n a:t(:ate with’a revived Germany in order to estabhsl: a:n ;'fll:;g
:i‘:ts'able Eirobean pattern, and this, beyond any doubt, lme:ll:le matint
concessions to Germany’s growing power. Unfortunately
oy |
Ge;?“ii_‘:flildgiﬁs;‘t; ‘szippeasement’ has had such a bad pre.:;ezizfs
1939 tehat we must remember how sensib!e it seemed to so T::ayt dy anth
oliticians who were not viscerally -fmn-(.}er'man or pasls:an e
fl?ascist on principle, and especially in Brlu_un, wh;t'f:hcwe Enow L
continental map, especially in ‘far-off countries of w ic e o pres.
(Chamberlain on Czechoslovakia in 1938), did not raise t zs g
sure. (The French were understandably far more neln;or o st
initiz-ativcs favouring Germany, which must sooner or late
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themsel‘ves, but France was weak.) A Second World War, it could safely

be prefi!cted, would ruin the British e—éonomy, and disband large parts of

the.Bt'msh Empire. Indeed, this is what happened. Though it was a price

socialists, communists, colonial liberation movements and President F.D.

Roosevelt were only too ready to pay for the defeat of fascism, let us not

forget that it was excessive from the point of view of rational British

imperialists.

Yet compromise and negotiation with Hitler’s Germany were impossi-
ble, bet_nuse the policy objectives of National Socialism were irrational
and unlimited. Expansion and aggression were built into the system and,
sho.rt of accepting German domination in advance, i.e. choosing not to
resist the Nazi advance, war was unavoidable, sooner rather than later.
-Hc.:nce the central role of ideology in the formation of policy in the 1930s:
if it determined the aims of Nazi Germany, it excluded realpolitik for the
ot'her side. Those who recognized that there could be no compromise
w:t.h Hitler, which was a realistic assessment of the situation, did so for
en_tm?ly unpragmatic reasons. They regarded fascism as intolerable on
pr}ncnple and a priors, or (as in the case of Winston Churchill) they were
driven by an equally a priori idea of what their country and empire ‘stood
fon:’, and could not sacrifice. The paradox of Winston Churchill was that
this great romantic, whose political judgment had been almost consistently
wrong on every matter since 1914 - including the assessment of military
strategy on which he prided himself — was realistic on the one question of

. Germany.

. (;onversely, the political realists of appeasement were entirely unrealis-
tic m.their assessment of the situation, even when the impossibility of a
negotiated settlement with Hitler became obvious to any reasonable
observer in 1938-39. This was the reason for the black tragicomedy of
Mar(.:h—September 1939, which ended in a war nobody wanted at a time
and in a place nobody wanted it (not even Germany), and which actually
left Britain and France without any idea of what, as belligerents, they
were supposed to do, until the blitzkrieg of 1940 swept them aside. In the
face of the evidence they themselves accepted, the appeasers in Britain
anfi France still could not bring themselves to negotiate seriously for an
alliance with the USSR, without which war could neither be postponed
nor won, and without which the guarantees against German attack
suddenly and heedlessly scattered around Eastern Europe by Neville
Chamberhain - without, incredible as it may seem, consulting or even
adequately informing the USSR ~ were waste paper. London and Paris

did not want to fight, but at most to deter by a show of strength. This .

_ did not look plausible for a moment to Hitler, or for that matter to Stalin,

CE e e
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whose negotiators asked vainly for proposals for joint strategic operations
in the Baltic. Even as the German armies marched into Polind, Neville
Chamberlain’s government was still prepared to do a deal with Hitler, as
Hitler had calculated he would (Watt, 1989, p. 215),

Hitler miscalculated, and the Western states declared war, not because
their statesmen wanted it, but because Hitler’s own policy after Munich
cut the ground from under the appeasers’ feet. It was he who mobilized
the hitherto uncommitted masses against fascism. Essentially the German
occupation of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 converted British public
opinion to resistance, and in doing so forced the hand of a reluctant
government; which in turn forced the hand of a French government that
had no other option except to go along with its only effective ally. For the
first time the fight against Hitler Germany united rather than divided the
British, but — as yet — to no purpose. As the Germans quickly and
ruthlessly destroyed Poland, and partitioned its remains with Stalin, who
retreated into a doomed neutrality, a ‘phony war’ succeeded an implausi-
ble peace in the West.

No kind of realpolitsk can explain the appeasers’ policy after Munich.
Once a war seemed sufficiently likely — and who in 1939 doubted this? —
the only thing to do was to prepare for it as effectively as possible, and
tliis was not done. For Britain, even Chamberlain’s Britain, was certainly
not prepared to accept a Hitler-dominated Europe before it happened,
even-if after the coliapse of France there was some serious support for a
negotiated peace — i.e. for accepting defeat. Even in France, where
pessimism verging on defeatism was far more common among politicians
and military men, the government did not intend to give up the ghost, or
do so, until the army had collapsed in June 1940. Their policy was half-
hearted, because they neither dared follow the logic of power-politics, nor
the a priori convictions of resisters, to whom nothing could be more
important than fighting fascism (as fascism or as Hitler Germany) or
those of anti-communists, to whom ‘Hitler’s defeat would mean the
collapse of the authoritarian systems which constitute the principle
rampart against communist revolution’ (Thierry Maulnier, 1938 in Ory,
1976, p. 24). It is not easy to say what determined these statesmen’s
actions, since they were moved not only by intellect, but by prejudices,
preconceptions, hopes and fears which silently skewed their vision. There
were the memories of the First World War and the self-doubt of polit-
icians who saw their liberal democratic political systems and economies
in what might well be final retreat; a state of mind more typical of the Contin-
ent than of Britain. There was the genuine uncertainty about whether,
under such circumstances, the unpredictable results of a successful
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166 The Age of Catastrophe

benefit from their collaboration, notably Flemish, Slovak and Croat
nationalism. So, it should not be forgotten, did the profoundly and
intransigently anti-communist elements in the Catholic Church, and its
armies of the conventionally pious, though Church politics were far too
complex to be simply classified as ‘collaborationist’ anywhere. It follows
that those from the political Right who chose resistance were inevitably
uncharacteristic of their political constituency. Winston Churchill and
General de Gaulle were not typical members of their ideological families,
though it must be said that for more than one visceral Right-wing
traditionalist of military instincts, a patriotism that did not defend the
fatherland was unthinkable.

This explains, if any special explanation is needed, the extraordinary
prominence of the communists in the resistance movements, and, conse-
quently, their startling political advance during the war. The European
communist movements reached the peak of their influence in 1945—47 for
this reason, except in Germany, where they did not recover from the
brutal decapitation of 1933, and the heroic but suicidal attempts at
resistance in the next three years. Even in countries far from social
revolution, like Belgium, Denmark and the Netherlands, communist
parties scored 10-12 per cent of the vote —- a multiple of what they Had
ever scored before, forming the third- or fourth-largest blocs in their
countries’ parliaments. In France they emerged as the largest party of all
in the 1945 elections, larger, for the first time, than their old rivals the
socialists. In Italy their record was even more startling. A small, harried
and notoriously unsuccessful band of illegal cadres before the war — they
were actually threatened with dissolution by the Comintern in 1938 —
they emerged from two years of resistance as a mass party of eight
hundred thousand members, soon (1946) to reach almost two millions. As
for the countries where the war against the Axis had been waged
essentially by the armed internal resistance — Yugoslavia, Albania and
Greece — the partisan forces had been dominated by the communists, so
much so that the British government under Churchill, who lacked the
slightest sympathy for communism, transferred its support and aid from
the royalist Mihailovi¢ to the communist Tito, when it became clear that
one was incomparably more dangerous to the Germans than the other.

The communists took to resistance, not only because Lenin’s ‘vanguard
party’ structure was designed to produce a force of disciplined and
selfless cadres whose very purpose was efficient action, but because
extreme situations, such as illegality, repression and war, were precisely
what these bodies of ‘professional revolutionaries’ had been designed for.
Indeed, they ‘alone had foreseen the possibility of resistance war’ (M.R.D.

Against the Common Enemy 167

Foot, 1976, p. 84). In this they differed from the mass socialist parties,
which found it almost impossible to operate in the absence of the leg:':llty
— elections, public meetings and the rest — which defined and deterrmped
their activities. Faced with a fascist take-over or (?erman occu?atlop,
social-democratic parties tended to go into hibernation, i:rom which, in
the best of cases they emerged, like the German and Austrian ones, at the
end of the dark era, with most of their old support and ready to resume
politics. While not absent from the resistance, they were, for structur'al
reasons, under-represented. In the extreme case of Denmark a So<f|al
Democratic government was actually in office when Germany occupied
the country and remained in office throughout the war, though presumably
lacking in sympathy for the Nazis. (It took some years to recover from
e. - -
thl’s}‘?(:sgtiez characteristics helped the communists to prominence in t!1e
resistance: their internationalism and the passionate, quasi-millennial
conviction with which they dedicated their lives to the cause (see chapter
2). The first allowed them to mobilize men and women more open
to the anti-fascist appeal than to any patriotic call, e.g. in France .the
Spanish Civil War refugees who provided most of the armed partisan
resistance in the south-west of that country — perhaps twelve thousand
fighters before D-Day (Pons Prades, 1975, p. 66) - and .thc otll:er
refugees and working-class immigrants from seventeen nations ;v '(‘),
under the acronym MOI (Main d’'Oeuvre Immxgt:ee), did some o .t e
Party’s most dangerous work, such as the Manouch'mn grpug (Armeman;
and Polish Jews) which attacked German officers in Paris.* The secon
generated that combination of bravery, self_—sacnﬁce and ruthlessness
which impressed even the adversaries, and w!nch tl}f\t work of ma'rvcllous
honesty, the Yugoslav Milovan Djilas’ W_ar.txme (Djilas, }?77), brings out
so vividly. The communists, in the opinion of a politically moderat;
historian, were ‘among the bravest of the brave’ (Foot, 1976,.p. 86), an
though their disciplined organization gave them the best survival c.:h.ancei_
in prisons and concentration camps, their losses were heavy. Suspicion o
the French CP, whose leadership was disliked even among othf:r’comnfu-
nists, could not entirely deny its claim to be le parti des fusillés, which
had at least fifteen thousand of its militants executed by the enemy (Jean

" Toeuchard, 1977, p. 258). Not surprisingly, they had a powerful appeal to

* One of the author’s friends, who eventually became deputy oorpmanc}er of MO1
under the Czech Artur London, was an Austrian Jew of Polish origin, whoise
resistance task was to organize anti-Nazi propaganda among the German troops in
France. '
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elites who were forced by the [territorial] disunity of the Muslim popula-
tion and by competition with the Hindu majorities to call their political
society ‘Islamic’ rather than nationally separatist (Lapidus, 1988, p. 738).
In Syria the running was made by the Ba’ath Party, founded in the
1940s by two Paris-educated schoolteachers who, with all their Arab
mysticism, were ideologically anti-imperialist and socialist. The Syrian
constitution contains no mention of Islam. Iraqi politics (until the Gulf
War of 1991) was determined by various combinations of nationalist
officers, communists and Ba’athists, all devoted to Arab unity and
socialism (at least in theory), but distinctly not to the Law of the Koran.
Both for local reasons and because the Algerian revolutionary movement
had a wide mass base (not least among the large emigration of labourers
to France) there was a strong Islamic element in the Algerian revolution.
However, the revolutionaries specifically agreed (in 1956) that ‘theirs was
a struggle to destroy an anachronistic colonization but not a war of
religion’ (Lapidus;, 1988, p. 693) and proposed to form a social and
democratic republic, which became constitutionally a one-party socialist
republic. Indeed, the period of anti-fascism is the only one in-which
actual communist parties acquired substantial support and influence
within some parts of the Islamic world, notably in Syria, Iraq and Iran.
It was only much later that the secular and modernizing voices of
political leadership were drowned and silenced by the mass politics of
fundamentalist revival (see chapters 12 and 15).

In spite of their conflicts of interest, which were to re-emerge after the
war, the anti-fascism of the developed Westerm countries and the anti-
imperialism of their colonies found themselves converging towards what
both envisaged as a post-war future of social transformation. The USSR
and local communism helped to bridge the gap, since they meant anti-
imperialism to one world, total commitment to victory to the other.
However, unlike the European theatres of war, the non-European ones
did not bring the communists major political triumphs, except in the
special cases where (as in Europe) anti-fascism and national/social libera-
tion coincided: in China and Korea, where the colonialists were the
Japanese, and in Indochina (Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos), where the
immediate enemy of freedom remained the French, whose local adminis-
tration had subordinated itself to the Japanese, when these overran
South-east Asia. These were the countries where communism was des-
tined to triumph in the post-war era, under Mao, Kim Il Sung and Ho
Chi Minh. Elsewhere the leaders of the states about to be decolonised
came from movements, generally of the Left, but less hampered in 1941-

45 by the need to give the defeat of the Axis priority over all else. Still, «
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even these could not but look at the world situation after the Axis defeat
with some optimism. The two super-powers were no friends to the old
colonialism, at least on paper. A known anti-colonialist party had come to
power in the heart of the largest empire of all. The force and legitimacy
of the old colonialism had been severely undermined. The chances for
freedom seemed better than ever before. This proved to be the case, but
not without some savage rearguard actions by the old empires.

VIII

So the defeat of the Axis — more precisely, of Germany and Japan — left
little grief behind, except in Germany and Japan itself, whose people had
fought, with stubborn loyalty and formidable efficiency, to the last d:?y.
In the end fascism had mobilized nothing outside its core countries
except a scattering of ideological minorities of the radical right, most of
whom would have remained on the political fringes in their own countries,
a few nationalist groups who expected to achieve their objects by a
German alliance, and a lot of the flotsam and jetsam of war and conquest,
recruited into the savage auxiliary soldiery of the Nazi occupation. The
Japanese mobilized nothing but, momentarily, a sympathy for yellow'v
rather than white skins. The major appeal of European fascism, that it
provided a safeguard against working-class movements, socialism, commu-
nism and the godless devil’s headquarters in Moscow that inspired tl}em
all, had won it a good deal of support among the conservative_rnch,
though big-business support was always pragmatic rather than principled.
It was not an appeal that would outlive failure and defeat. In any case,
the net effect of twelve years of National Socialism was that large parts of
Europe now lay at the mercy of the Bolsheviks.

So fascism dissolved like a clump of earth thrown into a river, and
virtually disappeared from the political scene for good except in Italy,
where 2 modest neo-fascist movement (the Movimento Sociale Italt'am?)
honouring Mussolini has a permanent presence in Italian politics. This
was not due merely to the exclusion from politics of persons forrru:arly
prominent in fascist regimes, though by no means from the state services
and from public life, and still less from economic life. It was not even
due to the trauma of good Germans (and, in a different way, loyal
Japanese) whose world collapsed in the physical and moral chaos of 1945,
and for whom mere fidelity to their old beliefs was actually counterproduc-
tive. It stood in the way of adjusting themselves to a new, initiall'y
incomprehensible, life under the occupying powers who imposed their
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