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AJP Taylor and the Origins of the Second World War

AJP Taylor and the Origins of the Second World War represent a significant and often debated
perspective in historical scholarship. As one of the most influential historians of the 20th century, Taylor
challenged conventional narratives about the causes of the Second World War, emphasizing the
complexity of diplomatic events, miscalculations, and the role of individual leaders. His interpretation
diverged from traditional views that blamed solely aggressive dictatorships—particularly Nazi
Germany—favoring a nuanced analysis of diplomatic failures, appeasement policies, and the uncertainties
faced by European nations in the 1930s. This article explores Taylor's approach to understanding the
origins of the war, examines his key arguments, and discusses the ongoing debates his interpretations
have sparked among historians.

Background and Historical Context

The Interwar Period and Rising Tensions

The period between the First and Second World Wars was marked by political upheaval, economic
instability, and the rise of totalitarian regimes. The Treaty of Versailles (1919) imposed harsh penalties on
Germany, fostering resentment that fueled nationalist sentiments. Concurrently, the Soviet Union was
consolidating power, and fascist movements gained momentum in Italy and Germany. These
developments created a volatile international environment where diplomacy was often fraught with
suspicion and miscalculation.

The Traditional View of War’s Origins

Historically, many scholars and politicians attributed the outbreak of WWII to the aggressive expansionism
of Nazi Germany, led by Adolf Hitler, and the failure of appeasement policies by Britain and France. This
view emphasized the role of Hitler's ambitions, particularly the remilitarization of the Rhineland,
annexation of Austria, and the invasion of Poland as the immediate causes of war. However, Taylor
guestioned this straightforward causality, arguing that the origins of the conflict were more intricate and
rooted in a series of diplomatic failures and misunderstandings.

AJP Taylor’s Approach to the Origins of WWII

Reinterpretation of Aggression and Responsibility

One of Taylor's most notable contributions was his reinterpretation of the concept of aggression. While
acknowledging that Nazi Germany pursued expansionist policies, he argued that the outbreak of war was
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not preordained or solely driven by Hitler's desires. Instead, Taylor believed that the war resulted from a
combination of diplomatic miscalculations, missed opportunities for peaceful resolution, and the failure of
appeasement to effectively deter German expansion.

The Role of Diplomacy and Miscalculations
Taylor emphasized the importance of diplomatic events and the misunderstandings that shaped them:

1. The Munich Agreement (1938): Often viewed as a symbol of appeasement, Taylor argued it was a
gamble by Britain and France to contain Hitler's ambitions without resorting to war. He suggested that
British and French leaders underestimated Hitler’s intentions and overestimated their ability to
negotiate peace.

2. The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (1939): The non-aggression treaty between Germany and the Soviet
Union shocked many. Taylor saw it as a strategic move by both powers, revealing the complex
diplomacy behind the scenes rather than a straightforward prelude to war.

3. Failure of Collective Security: The League of Nations' inability to prevent aggression in Manchuria,
Ethiopia, and elsewhere demonstrated the fragility of collective security arrangements, emboldening
Hitler's expansionism.

Historical Determinism vs. Contingency

Taylor rejected the notion of inevitable war, emphasizing instead the role of contingency—chance events,
individual decisions, and diplomatic errors that could have been avoided. He argued that if different
choices had been made at critical junctures, the war might have been prevented or delayed.

Key Arguments in Taylor’s "The Origins of the Second World
War"

The Concept of "Historians' Myths"

In his famous lectures and writings, Taylor challenged the traditional "myth" that Hitler's aggressive plans
were the sole cause of the war. He contended that this narrative oversimplified the complex web of events
and dismissed the roles of other nations and leaders. Instead, he argued that the war's origins were rooted
in a series of diplomatic failures and misunderstandings.

Critique of the "Aggression” Narrative

While not denying German aggression, Taylor argued that the concept of "aggression" was often used
retrospectively to justify the war. He pointed out that many actions taken by Germany—such as the
remilitarization of the Rhineland—were, at the time, seen as provocative but not necessarily as acts of war.
The perception of aggression grew in the aftermath to serve ideological narratives.

The Role of Britain and France

He emphasized that Britain and France bore some responsibility for failing to effectively contain Hitler.
Their policy of appeasement, while intended to avoid another devastating war, ultimately emboldened



Germany. Taylor believed that the Western powers missed opportunities for a firm response that could
have deterred further aggression.

Understanding the Diplomatic Failures
Taylor highlighted several specific failures:

1. Underestimating Hitler's ambitions and resolve.

2. Misreading German diplomatic signals and intentions.

3. Overconfidence in the effectiveness of appeasement and diplomatic negotiations.
4. Failure to build effective collective security measures.

Controversies and Criticisms of Taylor’s Perspective

Critics’ Viewpoints
While Taylor's reinterpretation was groundbreaking, it was also controversial. Critics argued that:

1. He downplayed the ideological and racial motivations of Nazi Germany.

2. His emphasis on diplomacy and miscalculations minimized the role of Hitler's deliberate expansionist
policies.

3. Some viewed his approach as too relativistic, suggesting that Germany’s aggression was inevitable
regardless of diplomatic efforts.

Legacy and Impact on Historical Scholarship

Despite criticism, Taylor's analysis significantly influenced subsequent scholarship. His emphasis on
contingency, diplomatic failures, and the complexity of history opened new avenues for understanding the
causes of WWII. His work prompted historians to reconsider simplistic explanations and to explore the
multifaceted nature of international relations in the 1930s.

Conclusion: The Continuing Relevance of Taylor’s Analysis

AJP Taylor’s interpretation of the origins of the Second World War remains a landmark in historical analysis.
By emphasizing diplomacy, misjudgments, and the role of chance, he provided a more nuanced
understanding that challenges the traditional blame on Hitler alone. His work underscores the importance
of diplomatic history, the unpredictability of international politics, and the dangers of appeasement
policies. While debates continue, Taylor’s insights continue to influence how historians approach the
complex web of causes leading to one of the most devastating conflicts in human history.

AJP Taylor's Origins of the Second World War: A Critical Examination of a Controversial Historical Thesis

Introduction: Rethinking the Roots of Global Conflict

AJP Taylor, a renowned British historian and broadcaster, revolutionized the understanding of the origins of
the Second World War with his provocative and nuanced interpretations. His 1961 book, The Origins of the
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Second World War, challenged conventional narratives by emphasizing the complexity of diplomatic
decisions, the role of miscalculations, and the interplay of various European powers' interests. Taylor's
approach diverged sharply from traditional, more deterministic views, instead proposing that the outbreak
of war was not solely the product of aggressive dictatorships but also the result of diplomatic failures,
misunderstandings, and a series of unintended consequences. This review aims to delve deeply into
Taylor's thesis, exploring its core arguments, methodologies, and the impact it has had on the
historiography of WWII. We will analyze his perspectives on key actors, events, and policies, and consider
both the strengths and criticisms of his approach.

Background and Context: The State of WWII Historiography

Before Taylor's intervention, the dominant narrative surrounding the origins of WWII portrayed Hitler and
Nazi Germany as the primary catalysts for war — a straightforward case of aggressive expansionism. This
perspective, often aligned with the "Flhrer principle," suggested that Hitler's ambitions, combined with the
appeasement policies of Britain and France, led inexorably to conflict. However, in the post-war decades,
many historians began questioning this simplistic view. Historians like William Shirer and John Toland
examined the diplomatic miscalculations, ideological factors, and international tensions that contributed to
the outbreak. Taylor took this trend further by emphasizing the importance of diplomatic history, decision-
making processes, and the unintended consequences of policies.

Core Arguments of Taylor's Origins of the Second World War

1. War as the Result of Diplomatic Failures

Taylor asserts that WWII was not solely the product of Hitler's personal ambitions but a consequence of a
series of diplomatic failures by multiple powers, particularly Britain, France, and the Soviet Union. Key
points include: - The failure of appeasement policies, particularly Britain and France's reluctance to
confront Hitler early. - The misjudgments made by diplomatic leaders, including Neville Chamberlain’s
belief that concessions would prevent war. - The inability of European powers to establish effective
deterrence or collective security arrangements.

2. The Role of Miscalculation and Unintended Consequences

Taylor emphasizes that many decisions were based on flawed assumptions and misjudgments, which
inadvertently pushed Europe toward war: - The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of August 1939, often seen as a
strategic necessity for Hitler, was also a calculated move by Stalin to buy time and avoid a two-front war. -
The strategic overconfidence of Hitler, believing Britain and France would not oppose him, led to the
invasion of Poland. - The Western powers underestimated Hitler’'s willingness to risk war over Poland and
his broader expansionist aims.

3. The Collapse of the Diplomacy of the 1930s

Taylor highlights the breakdown of diplomacy, fueled by: - The disarmament conferences and the failure to
enforce the Treaty of Versailles effectively. - The policy of appeasement, which emboldened Hitler and
encouraged further aggression. - The lack of effective collective action, such as a united front against



German expansion, which could have deterred Hitler.

4. The Impact of Ideology and Nationalism

While Taylor downplays ideology as the sole cause, he acknowledges its influence: - Nazi ideology
emphasized Lebensraum and racial superiority, which motivated aggressive policies. - However, he argues
these ideas were intertwined with pragmatic geopolitical goals. - Similarly, Stalin’s communist ideology
influenced Soviet strategies, including the non-aggression pact with Germany.

5. The Influence of International Power Politics

Taylor underscores the importance of the broader European balance of power: - The decline of the British
and French empires limited their capacity to respond effectively. - The rise of Germany and Italy altered
the traditional power structure. - The Soviet Union’s shifting alliances and strategic considerations played a
crucial role.

Methodology and Analytical Approach

AJP Taylor's methodology is characterized by a focus on diplomatic history and decision-making processes.
He: - Uses a narrative style grounded in primary sources, such as diplomatic cables, speeches, and
government documents. - Emphasizes contingency — the idea that history was shaped by a series of
choices, mistakes, and misjudgments rather than inevitable developments. - Challenges the notion of
inherent evil or monolithic aggression, instead portraying a complex web of interests and errors. His
approach is often contrasted with earlier, more deterministic histories that depicted Hitler as the sole
villain or inevitable war-maker.

Critical Reception and Controversies

Strengths of Taylor's Thesis

- Nuance and Complexity: Taylor's emphasis on diplomatic failures and miscalculations injects complexity
into the narrative, moving away from simplistic explanations. - Focus on Contingency: His portrayal of
history as a series of decisions and accidents helps explain why the war broke out when it did. -
Reassessment of Aggression: By contextualizing Nazi policies within broader European diplomatic failures,
Taylor diminishes the perception of Hitler as an all-powerful mastermind.

Criticisms and Limitations

- Underplaying Ideological Factors: Critics argue Taylor underestimates the role of Nazi ideology and
Hitler's personal ambitions. - Determinism and Revisionism: Some accuse Taylor of revisionism that
downplays the aggressive nature of Nazi policies, potentially excusing or minimizing their culpability. -
Historical Style: His narrative style, while engaging, is seen by some as oversimplifying complex events or
overemphasizing contingency at the expense of structural analysis.
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Impact on Historiography

- Taylor's work sparked debate, encouraging historians to examine diplomatic history more critically. - His
emphasis on contingency influenced later studies on the causes of WWII. - The controversy surrounding his
views continues, with some scholars defending his nuanced approach and others criticizing it as overly
relativistic.

Implications and Legacy of Taylor's Origins

Taylor's interpretation remains influential, prompting ongoing debates about the causes of WWII. His work:
- Encourages a more cautious understanding of the assumptions and misjudgments that lead to war. -
Highlights the importance of diplomacy, diplomacy failures, and miscalculations in shaping history. -
Challenges historians to consider multiple factors, including politics, misperceptions, and individual
decisions. However, critics argue that his approach risks minimizing the destructive and ideological
aspects of Nazi Germany, potentially offering a sanitized view of one of history’s most brutal regimes.

Conclusion: An Innovative Yet Controversial Perspective

AJP Taylor’s The Origins of the Second World War remains a landmark work that reshaped the discourse on
the causes of WWILI. Its emphasis on diplomatic failures, misjudgments, and contingency provided a fresh
perspective that challenged traditional narratives. While it has faced criticism for downplaying the role of
Nazi ideology and personal ambition, its contribution to the complexity of understanding historical
causation is undeniable. In sum, Taylor’'s work advocates for viewing history as a product of human
decisions and mistakes, urging us to recognize the importance of diplomacy, perception, and
miscalculation in shaping the course of world events. His legacy endures as a testament to the importance
of nuanced, multi-faceted historical analysis—an approach that continues to inform and inspire debates
about the origins of global conflict.

Questions & Answers About ajp taylor origins of the second
world war

No Question Answer

1 What was A.J.P. Taylor's main A.J.P. Taylor argued that the war was not the result of a
thesis regarding the origins of the | deliberate plan by Hitler but rather a series of diplomatic
Second World War? blunders, miscalculations, and chance events that spiraled

into global conflict.

2 How did Taylor's interpretation of | Unlike traditional views that saw Hitler as the primary

the causes of WWII differ from aggressor with a clear plan for war, Taylor suggested that the
traditional views? war emerged from a complex web of diplomatic failures and
misjudgments, downplaying the idea of premeditated
aggression.
3 What impact did Taylor's book 'The | Taylor's book sparked controversy by challenging orthodox
Origins of the Second World War' interpretations, leading to debates about the extent of Hitler's
have on historical debates? intentions versus the role of other European powers, and

prompting reevaluation of the causes of WWII.




4 How does Taylor interpret the role | Taylor viewed appeasement as a policy driven by a desire to
of appeasement in the lead-up to avoid another devastating war, which ultimately emboldened
WWII? Hitler and contributed to the outbreak of WWII rather than
preventing it.

5 What criticisms have been leveled | Critics argue that Taylor's emphasis on chance and diplomacy
against A.J.P. Taylor's analysis of downplays the deliberate expansionist policies of Nazi

the origins of WWII? Germany and other Axis powers, and some consider his
interpretation overly simplistic or revisionist.

A.J.P. Taylor, Second World War, origins, causes, appeasement, European diplomacy, Hitler, Munich
Agreement, Nazi Germany, 20th-century history
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