ajp taylor the origins of the second
world war

AJP Taylor The Origins of the Second World War is a seminal work that has sparked
intense debate among historians and scholars for decades. Published in 1961, Taylor's book
challenges conventional narratives about the causes of World War Il, presenting a
controversial thesis that emphasizes the role of miscalculations, political blunders, and the
failure of diplomatic efforts rather than the traditional focus on ideology and the ambitions
of specific leaders. In this article, we will explore the key arguments made by AJP Taylor,
examine the historical context in which he wrote, and discuss the impact of his work on the
study of World War Il.

Background of AJP Taylor

AJP Taylor, or Alan John Percivale Taylor, was a British historian known for his engaging
writing style and unorthodox views on history. Born in 1906, Taylor was educated at
Magdalen College, Oxford, where he developed a passion for history that would later define
his career. Throughout his life, Taylor was not only a historian but also a public intellectual
who contributed to debates on politics, history, and international relations.

Early Career and Influences

Taylor's early career was marked by a focus on 19th-century European history, particularly
the Austro-Hungarian Empire and its politics. His first significant work, The Habsburg
Monarchy 1804-1918, established him as a leading historian. However, it was his later
works that would draw public attention, particularly The Origins of the Second World War.
Influenced by the tumultuous political landscape of the 20th century, Taylor's perspective
was shaped by the events of both World Wars and the interwar period.

Key Arguments in The Origins of the Second
World War

In The Origins of the Second World War, Taylor presents a contrarian view of the events
leading up to the conflict. His main arguments can be summarized as follows:

1. The Role of Miscalculation and Blunder

Taylor argues that the outbreak of World War Il was not the result of a premeditated plan
by Germany, but rather a series of miscalculations and blunders by various political leaders.
He suggests that:



- Hitler's expansionist aims were not fundamentally different from those of previous
German leaders. Taylor posits that while Hitler’'s ambitions were aggressive, they were also
somewhat opportunistic. The failure to recognize this led to poor responses from other
nations.

- The British and French responses were fraught with errors. Taylor contends that the
Western powers underestimated Hitler's determination and misjudged his intentions,
leading to a series of concessions that ultimately emboldened the Nazi regime.

2. Economic Factors and the Treaty of Versailles

Taylor places significant emphasis on the economic conditions of the time, which he argues
were critical in shaping the political landscape of Europe. Key points include:

- The impact of the Great Depression: The economic turmoil of the 1930s created fertile
ground for extremist political movements across Europe. Taylor asserts that economic
instability contributed to the rise of totalitarian regimes, including Hitler's Germany.

- The Treaty of Versailles: Taylor critiques the Treaty as a flawed document that failed to
establish lasting peace. He argues that its punitive measures against Germany fostered
resentment and a desire for revision, setting the stage for future conflict.

3. The Failure of Collective Security

Another central theme in Taylor's work is the failure of collective security mechanisms
established after World War I. He argues that:

- The League of Nations was ineffective: Taylor points out that the League failed to prevent
aggression by nations like Italy and Japan and did little to curb German expansionism.

- The lack of unity among major powers: The disunity among the Western powers,
particularly in their responses to fascist aggression, undermined the effectiveness of
collective security measures.

The Historical Context of Taylor's Work

AJP Taylor's The Origins of the Second World War was published during a time of significant
historical inquiry into the causes of the war. The 1960s were marked by a growing interest
in revisionist history, with scholars questioning established narratives about key events.
Taylor's work resonated with this trend and provided a fresh perspective on a topic that had
been extensively studied.



Intellectual Climate of the 1960s

- Rise of Revisionist Historians: The 1960s saw an increasing number of historians
challenging traditional views, and Taylor was at the forefront of this movement. His focus
on miscalculation and the complexity of political decisions was a departure from the more
simplistic narratives that had previously dominated historical discourse.

- Cold War Context: The geopolitical tensions of the Cold War influenced how historians
viewed World War Il. Taylor's arguments about the failures of diplomacy had implications
for contemporary international relations, making his work particularly relevant.

Impact and Criticism of Taylor's Thesis

AJP Taylor's thesis has provoked considerable debate among historians. While some
scholars have praised his insights, others have criticized his conclusions.

Support for Taylor's Arguments

- Challenging Simplistic Narratives: Many historians appreciate Taylor's ability to complicate
the narrative surrounding the origins of the war. By emphasizing miscalculation and the
failure of diplomacy, he opened the door to a more nuanced understanding of historical
events.

- Influencing Future Scholarship: Taylor's work has been influential in shaping subsequent
debates about the origins of World War Il, encouraging historians to explore the
complexities of decision-making processes and the interplay of various factors.

Critiques of Taylor's Thesis

- Overemphasis on Miscalculation: Critics argue that Taylor downplays the ideological
motivations of key leaders, particularly Hitler, who had a clear vision for German expansion
that was rooted in nationalist and fascist ideologies.

- Neglect of Broader Context: Some historians contend that Taylor's focus on
miscalculations and diplomatic failures overlooks the broader context of international
relations and the systemic issues that contributed to the war.

Conclusion

AJP Taylor The Origins of the Second World War remains a landmark work that
continues to provoke discussion and debate among historians and scholars. By challenging
prevailing narratives and emphasizing the role of miscalculation and blunder, Taylor has left



an indelible mark on the field of history. His insights into the complex interplay of political
decisions, economic factors, and the failures of diplomacy provide valuable lessons for
understanding not only the origins of World War Il but also the nature of international
relations in an increasingly interconnected world. As we reflect on Taylor’s contributions, it
is essential to recognize the importance of critical inquiry in the study of history, as well as
the ongoing relevance of the themes he explored in his groundbreaking work.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of A.).P. Taylor's 'The Origins of
the Second World War'?

A.J.P. Taylor argues that the Second World War was not a result of a deliberate plan by
Hitler but rather a consequence of a series of miscalculations and failures by European
powers in the interwar period.

How does Taylor view the role of appeasement in the
lead-up to World War 11?

Taylor contends that appeasement was a rational policy at the time, reflecting the desire of
Western powers to avoid another devastating conflict, although he acknowledges it
ultimately failed.

What historical events does Taylor analyze to support
his arguments?

Taylor examines key events such as the Treaty of Versailles, the rise of fascism, the
Spanish Civil War, and various diplomatic failures leading up to the war.

What is Taylor's perspective on Hitler's intentions?

Taylor suggests that Hitler did not have a clear, long-term plan for war and that his
aggressive actions were often opportunistic rather than premeditated.

In what ways does Taylor challenge conventional
historical narratives about World War I1?

Taylor challenges the notion that the war was solely the result of Hitler's ambitions, instead
emphasizing the role of broader political dynamics and the failures of democracies.

How has 'The Origins of the Second World War*
influenced historical scholarship?

The book has sparked extensive debate and re-evaluation of the causes of World War I,
influencing both historians and the public's understanding of the period.



What criticisms have been leveled against Taylor's
conclusions?

Critics argue that Taylor downplays the significance of Hitler's ideology and the
intentionality behind his expansionist policies, suggesting his views may oversimplify
complex events.

What role does Taylor assign to the Soviet Union in the
origins of the war?

Taylor discusses the Soviet Union's role as a key player in the European power dynamics
and suggests that its actions, including the Nazi-Soviet Pact, contributed significantly to the
war's outbreak.
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