
34 World at War 37   |  aUG–SEP 2014 

Shaping the Modern World

 T he leaders of the main Allied 
belligerents had wide and 
varied plans for the realization 

of their war aims. Those visions ranged 
from ensuring international tranquility 
in the new era to maintaining empires 
via an influx of new settlers from their 
various mother countries. Some want-
ed merely to survive; some wanted to 
make violently certain their enemies 
could never again threaten them, and 
some wanted pretty much everything 
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– and nearly got it. Predictably, it was 
the personal aims of the men who led 
those countries that generally became 
national policy. None of them got 
everything he wanted, and some got 
nothing, but their objectives shaped 
the modern world as it essentially 
remains today, long after their deaths. 

America & Roosevelt

Immediately following the outbreak 
of World War II in Europe, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt hoped massive 

shipments of materiel to the United 
Kingdom and (after the invasion 
of the Soviet Union in June 1941) 
Russia, would be enough to assure 
Germany’s defeat without the need 
to send US troops to fight overseas. 
Japan, however, terminated that 
scenario’s further development by 
attacking Pearl Harbor on 7 December 
1941. Four days later Hitler honored 
his treaty pledge to his faraway Axis 
partner by declaring war on America. 
With his country brought fully into 
the international conflagration in that 

The “Big Three” Allied leaders during World War II at the Yalta Conference, British Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill, US President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Stalin, February 1945.
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way, Roosevelt resolved to devise a 
long-term plan that would ensure the 
countries then arrayed against the 
democracies would never again be 
able to do so after their coming defeat.

Roosevelt forced the joint-Allied 
issuance of a demand for Axis uncon-
ditional surrender at the Casablanca 
Conference in January 1943. In doing 
so he hoped to preclude the Germans 
being able to, in the future, claim 
they hadn’t been defeated, as they 

alleged concerning the 1918 armistice 
ending World War I, and had simply 
laid down their arms voluntarily on 
the basis of Allied promises of an 
evenhanded fi nal peace. 

He also reasoned those running 
the Axis regimes would react to the 
call for their nations’ (as well as 
their own personal) unconditional 
surrenders –surely to be followed by 
trials, imprisonment and/or execution 
for large numbers of them – to spur 

on their nations to fi ght to the bitter 
end. Roosevelt was indeed prepared to 
provide an Armageddon-like ending 
to the war, in the belief that – just as 
Sherman’s march through Georgia 
in 1864 had fully discredited the 
Confederate cause, both morally and 
materially – only total defeat would 
allow the stage to be set for the 
reconstruction of the Axis nations’ 
societies and cultures along more 
peaceful and democratic lines.
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The Germans had started another world war barely 
20 years after having lost the first one. He would end the 
war in such a way as to convince the Germans there was 
no way they could hope to do any better in any future 
conflict, so they’d better not try. An all-around weaker 
Germany therefore struck him as an excellent first step.

By depriving Germany of substantial terri-
tory, FDR hoped to lessen the chances of future 
German aggression. He would give East Prussia 
and Danzig to Poland and the USSR. A substantial 
portion of Silesia would also be given to Poland.

Roosevelt therefore drew up plans for what he termed 
the “dismemberment” of Germany. The notion was exten-
sively discussed in Washington, London and Moscow, as 
well as in the popular media of the day.  The potential risks 
inherent in it actually caused it to be discarded as official 
US policy in theory, though not in actuality. Defeated 
Germany was carved into American, British, French, and 
Soviet zones of occupation. The Western Allies later merged 
their sectors into a single entity commonly referred to as 
“West Germany,” while the Soviets oversaw “East Germany.” 

There were also changes internal to Germany the 
president aimed to implement in order to prevent the 
Germans from ever again threatening world peace. He at 
first visualized a country in which no aircraft would be 
permitted at all, while its citizens would be prohibited 
from wearing uniforms of any kind; nor would there 
even be any kind of marching. He wanted a complete 
cultural demilitarization so Germany would become 
a pastoral nation with little or no heavy industry. 

That was soon realized to be an impractical approach. 
Considering it had largely been the harsh terms forced Churchill and De Gaulle during WWII.
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on Germany following World War 
I that led to Hitler’s rise, measures 
as draconian as those envisioned 
by Roosevelt may well have had 
the opposite of their intended 
effect. The president was therefore 
unable to gather suffi cient political 
support to implement his plan. 

At the same time, Roosevelt made 
preparations for a postwar interna-
tional organization that would become 
the United Nations. He repeatedly 
broached the subject with British 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
and Soviet Premier Josef Stalin during 
the Quebec and Tehran Conferences 
of 1943, and strove to build support 
for the idea among the US electorate. 
During the winter of 1943-44, he 
and his staff worked on the details. 
Though he didn’t live long enough to 
see his vision come to fruition, FDR’s 
efforts were largely responsible for 
the formation of the United Nations. 

Though today the UN has become 
somewhat of an international 
laughingstock or whipping boy, mired 
in bureaucracy and corrupt in that 
dictatorships are granted the same 
surface-level legitimacy as democra-
cies in its proceedings, it did work to 
further its founder’s two basic postwar 
aims for it. That is, Roosevelt never saw 
his creation as a nascent world govern-
ment. Rather, he hoped, fi rst, that it 
would provide a diplomatic arena in 
which the USSR didn’t feel isolated and 
surrounded by hostile capitalist states. 
Second, he wanted to create an institu-
tion that would facilitate the smooth 
diplomatic liquidation of the European 
colonial empires – entities he saw as 
becoming completely anachronistic 
in the second half of the 20th century. 

FDR assumed America’s powerful 
military would provide a safety cush-
ion to protect the country in the future. 
That view was given further credibility 
by the nascent development of nuclear 
weapons, which he fully supported. 
Even though he died before their full 
power could be clearly understood, 
from the time of his initiation of the 
Manhattan Project, he took for granted 
America would remain secure through 
its own strength even after war’s end 
and subsequent demobilization. 

He was equally determined 
America wouldn’t annex any newly 
conquered territories. Not only did 
he disdain colonialism, as mentioned 
above, he correctly perceived it as a 
dying institution. His views on that 

subject understandably irritated the 
British and French, and they also 
angered Stalin when FDR blocked 
offi cial recognition of Moscow’s 
annexation of the Baltic states. At 
the same time, of course, FDR also 
realized the Soviet Union was bearing 
the main burden of fi ghting the 
Germans and – haunted by the specter 
of a possible separate peace between 
Germany and Russia – he provided 
Moscow with vitally needed materiel.

Despite – and by means of – the 
volume of supplies shipped to the 
Soviets, Roosevelt hoped to limit 
Kremlin postwar expansionism. He 
made it clear Finland was to retain its 
independence, and by his pledging 
not to draw it or Sweden into any 
postwar Western alliance, it did. 

He also emphasized he was 
unwilling to give legitimacy to the 
1939 demarcation line, laid out by 
Berlin and Moscow to divide Poland 
between them at that time, as the basis 
for that country’s postwar eastern 
border. He had no objection to the 
USSR absorbing a small amount of 
Poland’s eastern territory as a security 
zone, but he argued for Poland to 
retain Lvov and the area around it. 

At the February 1945 Yalta 
Conference, FDR unsuccessfully 
pressured Stalin to sign an agreement 
to that effect. The president had to 
settle for a vague verbal response 
from the tyrant. Even so, FDR wasn’t 
surprised. By that time he’d come to 
better understand Stalin, and realized 
nothing short of a Third World War 
could prevent (or undo) the Soviet 
domination of Eastern Europe.

That was worrisome in that his 
envisioned postwar Germany would 
be unavailable to serve as any kind 
militarily effective buffer between 
East and West. Further along that line, 
then, FDR hoped for a strong postwar 
China to hamper Soviet expansion 
in and from that direction. Similarly, 
he also saw a unifi ed China as the 
strongest possible deterrent to any 
revived future Japanese aggression.

    Though Roosevelt died before 
Japan surrendered, there’s little 
doubt as to his intentions concerning 
its postwar administration. Japan 
was, of course, to give up all its 
conquered territory, but he never 
considered for it the type of internal 
divisions he planned for Germany. 
He intended for the home islands to 
be occupied by the victorious Allies 

(including the USSR), and he had 
no objection to the emperor being 
retained in a fi gurehead capacity. 

Roosevelt planned for Japan 
to go through a cultural transition 
more moderate than Germany’s, 
leading to a territorially unchanged 
nation on a fast track to democratic 
government in a peaceful Asia with 
equitable relations with the US. He 
believed such an outcome would 
be accomplished sooner and more 
peacefully with an intact Japan. 

In broad strokes, then, Roosevelt’s 
vision for the postwar world can 
be said to have come to pass even 
though he wasn’t there to see it. 
Of course, much of that was only 
eventually accomplished through 
approaches and policy evolutions he 
hadn’t – and couldn’t have – imagined. 

France & de Gaulle

By refusing to accept France’s 
military defeat in 1940 as the total 
defeat of his country, Gen. Charles de 
Gaulle became the (self-proclaimed) 
symbol of Free French resistance to 
the Axis powers. He did an effective job 
asserting his movement as an indepen-
dent branch within the Allied cause 
in spite of his near total dependence 
on those same Allies for fi nancial, 
military and political support.

Despite constantly aggravating his 
Allied comrades with his imperious 
nature and uncompromising refusal to 
subordinate himself to US and British 
military and political leadership, de 
Gaulle, through his competence in 
both military and political strategy, 
ensured French arms regained signifi -
cance in late-war Allied plans, while 
also preventing postwar France from 
becoming a communist or failed state.

De Gaulle’s burning patriotism, 
fi erce independence and determina-
tion to have his own way, was 
demonstrated during the Battle 
of the Bulge, when he and Allied 
Supreme Commander Gen. Dwight 
D. Eisenhower came to an impasse 
over the defense of Strasbourg. 
After having been liberated by US 
forces late in the summer of 1944, the 
border city’s resistance operatives had 
come out into the open, believing 
the danger from the Germans was 
over. That December, though, with 
counterattacking panzer columns once 
again bearing down on the city, the 
Germans were on the brink of retaking 
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no objection to the emperor being Home 


