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The Second World War: A Complete History by Martin Gilbert

World War II remains one of the most studied, debated, and emotionally charged periods in modern history. Its 

complex causes, sprawling theaters, and profound human cost make it a perennial subject for scholars, filmmakers, 

and educators alike. Among the many comprehensive accounts that attempt to capture the war’s full scope, Martin 

Gilbert’s “The Second World War: A Complete History” stands out for its meticulous research, engaging

narrative, and balanced perspective. This article offers a deep dive into the book’s themes, structure, and

significance, while also situating it within the broader historiography of World War II.

Why Martin Gilbert’s Work Matters

Sir Martin Gilbert, a distinguished British historian and former chief biographer of Winston Churchill, brought a

lifetime of scholarship to the study of the Second World War. His book is not merely a chronicle of dates and

battles; it is a richly textured exploration of politics, economics, culture, and the lived experiences of millions. By

weaving together primary sources—government documents, personal diaries, and wartime newspapers—Gilbert

creates a tapestry that reflects the war’s multifaceted reality.

What sets Gilbert’s history apart is his commitment to nuance. He avoids the temptation to reduce the war to a

simple narrative of good versus evil. Instead, he examines the motivations of leaders, the shifting alliances, and the

unintended consequences of strategic decisions. This balanced approach has earned him praise from both

scholars and general readers who seek a deeper understanding of the war’s legacy.

Book Overview: Structure and Scope

The book is organized into eight thematic sections, each focusing on a distinct aspect of the war. This structure

allows readers to trace the evolution of conflict from the prewar years to the postwar settlement, while also

exploring specific theaters and pivotal events. Below is a brief outline of each section:

1.  Prelude to Conflict – Examines the interwar period, the rise of totalitarian regimes, and the failure of 

appeasement.

2.  The Outbreak: 1939–1941 – Covers the German Blitzkrieg, the invasion of Poland, and the initial strategies 

of the Allies.

3.  Turning Points: 1942–1943 – Focuses on key battles such as Stalingrad, Midway, and El Alamein.

4.  War in the Pacific – Details Japan’s expansion, Pearl Harbor, and the island-hopping campaign.

5.  Home Fronts and Civilian Life – Explores the impact of war on societies, rationing, and resistance 

movements.

6.  The Holocaust and War Crimes – Provides a comprehensive account of genocide, the Nuremberg Trials, and 

the moral reckoning.

7.  Endgame and Aftermath – Discusses the Allied invasion of Germany, the dropping of atomic bombs, and the 

establishment of the United Nations.

8.  Legacy and Lessons – Reflects on the war’s long-term effects on geopolitics, technology, and collective 

memory.

Each section is richly illustrated with maps, photographs, and excerpts from primary documents, giving readers a

visceral sense of the war’s progression.



Pre-1941: The Seeds of Conflict

Understanding the origins of World War II requires a look at the aftermath of World War I and the Treaty of

Versailles. The punitive reparations imposed on Germany, coupled with hyperinflation and political instability,

created fertile ground for extremist ideologies. Adolf Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 was facilitated by promises of

national revival and economic recovery.

Similarly, the ascent of Benito Mussolini in Italy and the expansionist ambitions of Emperor Hirohito in Japan were

driven by nationalist fervor and a desire to secure resources. The policy of appeasement, epitomized by the Munich

Agreement of 1938, only emboldened totalitarian regimes, setting the stage for a broader conflict.

The Outbreak: 1939–1941

Germany’s invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, triggered Britain and France’s declarations of war, marking

the official start of the conflict. The early years were defined by Germany’s swift victories across Europe, a strategy

known as Blitzkrieg or “lightning war.” This approach combined armored divisions, air support, and rapid movement

to overwhelm opponents before they could mount a coordinated defense.

In the Atlantic, the Battle of the Atlantic became a critical theater as German U-boats targeted Allied shipping lanes.

The United Kingdom’s resilience, bolstered by the “Blitz”—a sustained bombing campaign against major cities—

proved pivotal in keeping the war alive. The United States, initially neutral, began to support Britain through

programs such as Lend-Lease, providing material aid and paving the way for eventual entry into the war after the

attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941.

Turning Points: 1942–1943

Midway Island in June 1942 marked a decisive victory for the United States against Japan, turning the tide in the

Pacific. In Europe, the Battle of Stalingrad (1942–1943) became a symbolic and strategic turning point. The Soviet

Union’s tenacious defense and eventual victory not only halted German advances but also shifted momentum in

favor of the Allies.

On the Western Front, the Battle of El Alamein in North Africa in November 1942 demonstrated the Allies’ growing

competence. The defeat of Axis forces in North Africa paved the way for the invasion of Italy, which began in 1943.

The Italian Campaign, though protracted, weakened Germany’s southern flank and opened a new front that forced

the Nazis to divert resources.

War in the Pacific

Japan’s expansion into Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands was driven by a quest for raw materials and strategic

depth. After the devastating loss at Midway, the United States adopted an island-hopping strategy, bypassing

heavily fortified Japanese positions in favor of capturing strategically important islands. This approach allowed the

Allies to cut off Japanese supply lines and establish forward bases for the eventual invasion of the Japanese

mainland.

Key battles in this theater include Guadalcanal, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa. Each engagement was marked by fierce

combat and staggering casualties on both sides. The war in the Pacific also showcased the importance of

technological innovations, such as radar and improved naval aviation, which played decisive roles in naval

engagements.

Home Fronts and Civilian Life

World War II was not fought solely on battlefields; it also unfolded in the hearts and homes of millions. Rationing of

food, fuel, and clothing became a daily reality, while women entered the workforce in unprecedented numbers to fill



the gaps left by men who had gone to war. In Britain, the “Bevin Boys” were conscripted to work in coal mines,

ensuring a steady supply of energy for the war effort.

Resistance movements flourished across occupied Europe. The French Resistance, the Polish underground, and

the Yugoslav Partisans, among others, engaged in sabotage, intelligence gathering, and guerrilla warfare. These

movements not only disrupted Axis operations but also fostered a sense of national identity and resistance against

oppression.

The Holocaust and War Crimes

Perhaps the most harrowing aspect of World War II was the systematic genocide perpetrated by Nazi Germany.

The Holocaust resulted in the murder of six million Jews, along with millions of others deemed undesirable by the

regime, including Roma, disabled individuals, and political dissidents. The mass extermination camps, such as

Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Sobibor, became symbols of unimaginable cruelty.

In the aftermath of the war, the Allied powers established the Nuremberg Trials to prosecute major war criminals.

These trials set a precedent for international law, emphasizing accountability for crimes against humanity. The trials

also helped to document the extent of atrocities, ensuring that the world would not forget the horrors of the

Holocaust.

Endgame and Aftermath

1944 saw the Allied invasion of Normandy on D-Day, a massive amphibious assault that opened a second front in

Western Europe. The subsequent liberation of Paris and the push across the continent culminated in the fall of

Berlin in 1945. Meanwhile, the United States dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945,

leading to Japan’s surrender and the official end of World War II.

The war’s end also ushered in the establishment of the United Nations, an international organization aimed at

preventing future conflicts. The geopolitical landscape was dramatically reshaped, with Europe divided into Eastern

and Western blocs, leading to the Cold War. The Soviet Union emerged as a superpower, while the United States

solidified its role as the world’s leading economic and military force.

Legacy and Lessons

The Second World War’s legacy is far-reaching. Economically, the war accelerated technological advancements,

such as radar, jet engines, and nuclear physics. Politically, the conflict reshaped borders and created new nation-

states. Culturally, the war influenced literature, cinema, and art, with works like “The Diary of Anne Frank” and

“Schindler’s List” bringing personal stories to global audiences.

From a moral perspective, the war underscored the importance of human rights and the dangers of unchecked

nationalism. The Holocaust, in particular, remains a stark reminder of the consequences of racism and

authoritarianism. In contemporary times, the lessons of World War II continue to inform international relations,

humanitarian interventions, and the pursuit of peace.

Why Read Martin Gilbert’s History?

For students, scholars, and casual readers alike, the second world war a complete history by Martin Gilbert

offers an authoritative and engaging account that balances academic rigor with accessible storytelling. The book’s

extensive use of primary sources provides readers with a firsthand look at the war’s complexity, while the narrative

structure ensures that the story remains compelling and coherent.

Moreover, Gilbert’s emphasis on multiple perspectives—military, political, civilian, and humanitarian—encourages a

holistic understanding of the war. By reading this history, one gains insight not only into the events that shaped the



20th century but also into the enduring human themes that continue to resonate today.

Conclusion

World War II was a cataclysmic event that reshaped the world in profound ways. Martin Gilbert’s meticulous

account offers readers a chance to explore the conflict’s many dimensions—from the political intrigue of the prewar

years to the harrowing realities of the Holocaust. By engaging with this comprehensive history, readers can

appreciate the complexity of the war and the enduring lessons it offers for future generations.

Whether you are a history enthusiast, a student, or someone seeking to understand the forces that have shaped 

our modern world, the second world war a complete history by Martin Gilbertstands as a definitive guide,

illuminating the past while reminding us of the importance of vigilance, empathy, and global cooperation.
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