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The Second World War A Complete
History By Martin Gilbert

The Second World War: A Complete History by Martin Gilbert is widely regarded as one of the most
comprehensive and authoritative accounts of one of the most significant conflicts in human history. Renowned
historian Martin Gilbert meticulously weaves together a detailed narrative, capturing the complexities, strategic
decisions, and personal stories that defined the Second World War. This book offers readers an in-depth
exploration of the causes, major battles, political developments, and aftermath of the war, making it an
essential resource for history enthusiasts, students, and scholars alike.

Overview of Martin Gilbert’s "The Second World War: A
Complete History"

Author’s Expertise and Approach
Martin Gilbert, a distinguished British historian and biographer, is known for his meticulous research and
engaging storytelling. His approach in "The Second World War: A Complete History" combines chronological
storytelling with thematic analysis, providing a comprehensive view of the global conflict. Gilbert’s extensive
use of primary sources, personal diaries, and official documents lends authenticity and depth to his narrative.

Scope and Structure of the Book
The book covers the entire scope of the Second World War, from the political tensions preceding the conflict to
the war’s aftermath and reconstruction. It is organized into thematic sections that chronologically trace key
events, strategic decisions, and human stories. The book’s structure allows readers to understand not just the
events but also the broader implications and lessons of the war.

Causes and Origins of the Second World War

Post-World War I Tensions
The Treaty of Versailles and the punitive measures imposed on Germany created economic hardship and
national resentment. These conditions fostered political instability and fueled extremist ideologies, setting the
stage for conflict.

Rise of Totalitarian Regimes
Gilbert explores how the rise of Adolf Hitler in Germany, Benito Mussolini in Italy, and militarist factions in Japan
contributed to aggressive expansionism. These regimes sought to revise borders, restore national pride, and
establish dominance.

Failure of Appeasement
The policy of appeasement, particularly by Britain and France, allowed Axis powers to expand unchecked.
Gilbert analyzes key events like the annexation of Austria and the Munich Agreement, illustrating how



diplomatic failures emboldened aggressors.

Major Theaters and Battles of the War

European Theater
Invasion of Poland (1939): Marked the official start of the war, with Germany’s blitzkrieg tactics1.
overwhelming Polish defenses.
Battle of Britain (1940): The first major campaign fought entirely by air forces, demonstrating Britain’s2.
resilience.
Operation Barbarossa (1941): Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union, opening the Eastern Front and3.
turning the tide of the war.
D-Day Invasion (1944): The Allied invasion of Normandy that began the liberation of Western Europe.4.

Pacific Theater
Pearl Harbor Attack (1941): Japan’s surprise assault led to the U.S. entering the war.1.
Island Hopping Campaigns: The Allies’ strategy to bypass heavily fortified islands and move closer to2.
Japan.
Atomic Bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (1945): Ultimately forced Japan’s surrender, ending the3.
Pacific War.

Political Leaders and Key Figures

Allied Leaders
Winston Churchill: British Prime Minister whose leadership galvanized Britain during its darkest hours.1.
Franklin D. Roosevelt: U.S. President who navigated the nation through the Great Depression and wartime2.
alliances.
Joseph Stalin: Soviet leader whose strategies and sacrifices were pivotal in defeating Nazi Germany.3.

Axis Leaders
Adolf Hitler: Nazi Germany’s dictator whose expansionist policies ignited the war.1.
Benedict Mussolini: Italian fascist leader allied with Germany.2.
Emperor Hirohito and Prime Minister Tojo: Japan’s leadership responsible for aggressive military3.
campaigns in Asia and the Pacific.

The Human Cost and Impact of the War

Casualties and Human Suff

The Second World War: A Complete History by Martin Gilbert stands as a monumental work in the canon of
WWII literature, offering readers an exhaustive, meticulously researched account of one of the most tumultuous
periods in human history. Renowned historian Martin Gilbert, known for his detailed narratives and scholarly
rigor, dedicates years to weaving a comprehensive tapestry that captures the complex web of events,
personalities, and decisions that shaped the Second World War. This review delves into the core elements of
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Gilbert’s seminal work, examining its structure, depth, and significance within the broader historiography of the
conflict.

An Overview of Gilbert’s Approach and Significance

Martin Gilbert’s The Second World War: A Complete History is more than just a chronological recounting; it is an
immersive, multidimensional exploration of the war’s causes, battles, diplomacy, and aftermath. Gilbert’s
reputation as a meticulous historian is evident in his extensive use of primary sources, personal letters, official
documents, and eyewitness testimonies, which lend authenticity and depth to his narrative.

What makes Gilbert’s work particularly valuable is his ability to synthesize vast amounts of information into a
cohesive and accessible narrative. His writing strikes a balance between scholarly detail and engaging
storytelling, making complex military strategies, political negotiations, and social upheavals understandable to
both experts and general readers alike.

The Scope and Structure of the Book

Gilbert’s Complete History spans from the origins of the conflict in the 1930s through its devastating conclusion
in 1945, and even extends into the war’s profound aftermath. The book is organized into thematic and
chronological segments, each meticulously detailed:

Origins of the War: Examining the political climate of the 1930s, including the rise of fascism, the1.
appeasement policies of Britain and France, and the aggressive expansionism of Nazi Germany and Imperial
Japan.
The Outbreak and Early Campaigns: Detailing the invasion of Poland, the swift victories in Western Europe,2.
and the initial resistance against Axis advances.
Global Expansion: Covering the campaigns in North Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific, highlighting the3.
global nature of the conflict.
Turning Points: Analyzing pivotal battles such as Stalingrad, Midway, and D-Day, which shifted the4.
momentum in favor of the Allies.
The Home Front: Exploring the social, economic, and political impacts on civilian populations, including war5.
production, propaganda, and the Holocaust.
The Endgame and Aftermath: Detailing the collapse of Axis powers, the surrender of Germany and Japan, and6.
the profound consequences for the post-war world order.

This comprehensive structure allows Gilbert to paint a full picture—military, political, social, and human—of the
conflict’s scope.

Depth of Research and Use of Primary Sources

One of Gilbert’s hallmarks is his rigorous research methodology. Throughout the book, he draws extensively
from:

Official documents from Allied and Axis powers, providing insight into diplomatic negotiations and military1.
planning.
Personal letters and diaries of soldiers, civilians, and leaders, offering firsthand perspectives.2.
Newspaper reports and propaganda materials, illustrating how information and morale were managed during3.
wartime.
Post-war testimonies and interviews, which help contextualize the long-term effects of the war.4.

This detailed sourcing not only enriches the narrative but also allows Gilbert to challenge oversimplified versions
of events, presenting nuanced interpretations rooted in evidence.

Key Themes and Insights

The Causes and Escalation of War

Gilbert emphasizes that WWII was not a sudden eruption but the culmination of unresolved tensions from WWI,



economic instability, and aggressive expansionism. He explores how appeasement policies, particularly by
Britain and France, emboldened Hitler’s ambitions, leading to the annexation of Austria and the Sudetenland
before the invasion of Poland.

The Human Cost and Personal Stories

Beyond military campaigns, Gilbert dedicates significant space to the human dimension—civilians caught in
bombings, Holocaust victims, and soldiers on both sides. His inclusion of personal stories humanizes the vast
scale of suffering and resilience, highlighting that history is ultimately about human experiences.

The Diplomacy and Alliances

The book thoroughly examines the diplomatic intricacies—how alliances formed and shifted, the role of key
leaders like Churchill, Roosevelt, Stalin, Hitler, and Hirohito, and the diplomatic failures that prolonged and
intensified the conflict.

The Holocaust and Genocide

Gilbert’s treatment of the Holocaust is detailed and sensitive, emphasizing the industrial scale of genocide, the
role of Nazi ideology, and the global response (or lack thereof). His documentation of the atrocities underscores
the moral stakes and the importance of remembrance.

The War’s End and the Creation of a New World

The conclusion of WWII brought profound geopolitical changes, including the emergence of the United States
and Soviet Union as superpowers, the founding of the United Nations, and the decolonization movements.
Gilbert explores these transitions and their implications for future international relations.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Gilbert’s The Second World War: A Complete History has been lauded for its comprehensive scope and
meticulous scholarship. Historians and readers alike praise it for balancing detail with readability, making
complex topics accessible without sacrificing academic rigor. Its meticulous research and inclusion of multiple
perspectives set a high standard for WWII historiography.

However, some critics note that such an extensive volume can be daunting for casual readers, potentially
necessitating supplementary readings for those seeking specific focus areas. Nonetheless, its value as a
definitive reference work remains undisputed.

Why Gilbert’s Work Matters Today

As the world continues to grapple with the legacies of WWII, Gilbert’s detailed chronicle serves as a vital
educational resource. It underscores the dangers of appeasement, the importance of international cooperation,
and the devastating consequences of unchecked aggression.

Moreover, Gilbert’s human-centered approach reminds us that history is not merely a sequence of battles and
treaties but a tapestry woven with individual lives, decisions, and moral choices. His work encourages reflection
on lessons learned and the importance of remembrance.

In conclusion, Martin Gilbert’s The Second World War: A Complete History stands as a towering achievement in
historical scholarship. Its detailed narrative, rigorous sourcing, and comprehensive scope make it an essential
read for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of WWII. As a meticulously crafted account, it not only
informs but also invites readers to reflect on the profound human costs and enduring lessons of one of the
darkest chapters in modern history.
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Questions & Answers About the second world war a
complete history by martin gilbert

No Question Answer

1 What is the main focus of Martin
Gilbert's 'The Second World War: A
Complete History'?

Martin Gilbert's book provides a comprehensive and detailed
account of the events, causes, and consequences of the Second
World War, covering both military campaigns and political
developments.

2 How does Gilbert's history differ
from other WWII accounts?

Gilbert offers a nuanced narrative that combines extensive
research, personal stories, and a global perspective, making it a
thorough and balanced history of the war.

3 What are some of the key themes
explored in Gilbert's 'The Second
World War: A Complete History'?

The book explores themes such as the origins of the war, the
Holocaust, the impact on civilians, military strategies, and the
post-war world order.

4 Does Gilbert include perspectives
from different countries involved in
WWII?

Yes, Gilbert's work encompasses perspectives from multiple
nations, including the Allied and Axis powers, providing a well-
rounded view of the conflict.

5 Is 'The Second World War: A
Complete History' suitable for
general readers or specialists?

The book is accessible to general readers interested in history
while also offering detailed insights that can benefit students
and scholars.

6 What new insights or information
does Gilbert bring to the history of
WWII?

Gilbert incorporates newly declassified documents, personal
testimonies, and a comprehensive chronological narrative to
shed fresh light on significant events and decisions.

7 How does Gilbert address the human
impact of WWII in his history?

He emphasizes personal stories, the experiences of civilians and
soldiers, and the profound human suffering caused by the war,
including the Holocaust and bombings.

8 Has Gilbert's book received any
notable awards or recognition?

While specific awards for this book are not widely noted, Martin
Gilbert's reputation as a prominent historian and his detailed
scholarship have earned widespread acclaim in historical circles.

World War II, Martin Gilbert, history book, 20th-century warfare, Holocaust, Allied powers, Axis powers, WWII
bibliography, military history, global conflict
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