
The Second World War By John Keegan

The Second World War by John Keegan is a seminal work that provides an in-depth analysis of one of the
most catastrophic events in human history. Published in 1990, Keegan’s book has become a cornerstone in
the study of World War II, offering insights that are both scholarly and accessible to the general reader.
This article delves into the key themes, structure, and lasting impact of Keegan’s work, highlighting its
importance in understanding the complexities of the war.

Overview of John Keegan's Approach

John Keegan, a British military historian, is renowned for his ability to present military history in a way



that is engaging and comprehensible. In "The Second World War," Keegan adopts a unique perspective that
sets his work apart from other historical accounts.

Human Experience Over Strategy

One of the defining features of Keegan’s narrative is his focus on the human experience of war rather than
merely the strategic and tactical maneuvers of military leaders. He emphasizes:

- Personal Accounts: Keegan integrates personal stories and accounts from soldiers and civilians, illustrating
the war's profound impact on individuals.
- Cultural Context: He explores how culture and society influenced the war, providing a broader
understanding of the motivations behind various actions.
- Psychological Insights: Keegan delves into the psychological aspects of warfare, discussing how fear,
morale, and leadership affected the outcomes of battles.

Structure of the Book

"The Second World War" is structured in a way that guides readers through the complex events of the
war, from its origins to its aftermath. The book is divided into several sections, each focusing on different
geographical regions and perspectives.

- Chronological Breakdown: Keegan organizes the narrative chronologically, making it easier for readers to
follow the progression of the war.
- Regional Focus: The book is divided into sections that focus on major theaters of the war, including:
- Europe
- Asia
- The Pacific
- North Africa
- Key Battles and Events: Within each section, Keegan highlights significant battles and events, providing
detailed analyses of their impact on the war’s course.

Major Themes in "The Second World War"

Keegan's work is rich with themes that resonate throughout the narrative, enhancing the reader's
understanding of the war's complexity.



The Nature of Warfare

Keegan challenges traditional notions of warfare by discussing the evolving nature of combat during World
War II. He addresses:

- Total War: The concept of total war, where entire nations are mobilized for the war effort, blurring the
lines between civilian and military targets.
- Technological Advancements: The role of technology in warfare, including the introduction of tanks,
aircraft, and nuclear weapons, which fundamentally changed combat dynamics.
- Guerrilla Warfare: The rise of unconventional warfare tactics, particularly in regions like the Pacific and
Eastern Europe.

Political and Ideological Factors

Keegan explores the political ideologies that fueled the conflict, examining how fascism, communism, and
democracy clashed during the war. Key points include:

- The Rise of Fascism: Analyzing the social and economic conditions that allowed fascist regimes to take
power in Germany, Italy, and Japan.
- Nationalism: The role of nationalism in various countries and how it shaped alliances and enmities.
- The Cold War Prelude: Discussing how the outcomes of World War II set the stage for the Cold War,
influencing global politics for decades.

Critical Reception and Impact

Upon its release, "The Second World War" received widespread acclaim for its insightful analysis and
engaging writing style. Critics praised Keegan for:

- Accessibility: Making complex military history accessible to a general audience without sacrificing
scholarly rigor.
- Balanced Perspective: Offering a balanced view that considers multiple perspectives on the war, rather
than adhering to a singular narrative.
- Influence on Subsequent Historiography: Serving as a catalyst for further research and debate in the field
of military history.

Legacy of John Keegan's Work



The legacy of "The Second World War" extends beyond its immediate impact on readers and historians.
Some of its lasting contributions include:

- Educational Resource: The book is widely used in academic settings, both in military history courses and
broader history curricula.
- Inspiration for Future Historians: Keegan's approach to military history has inspired a new generation of
historians to consider the human aspects of warfare.
- Continued Relevance: With ongoing conflicts around the world, Keegan’s insights into the nature of war
remain relevant as societies grapple with the consequences of military action.

Conclusion

In summary, The Second World War by John Keegan stands as a pivotal work that has shaped our
understanding of one of history's most significant conflicts. By emphasizing the human experience of war,
analyzing the political and ideological factors at play, and presenting a well-structured narrative, Keegan
has created a comprehensive resource that continues to resonate with readers and scholars alike. His work
not only informs our understanding of World War II but also encourages us to reflect on the broader
implications of war in shaping human history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of John Keegan's 'The Second World War'?
John Keegan argues that the Second World War was not just a conflict between nations but a total war that
involved civilian populations and had far-reaching social, political, and economic implications.

How does Keegan's perspective on the Second World War differ from
traditional narratives?
Keegan emphasizes the importance of individual experiences and the complexities of warfare, often
challenging the more conventional military-focused narratives that prioritize battles and strategies.

What role does Keegan attribute to technology in the Second World
War?
Keegan discusses the transformative impact of technology on warfare, highlighting how advancements in
weaponry and communication changed the nature of combat and influenced the outcomes of battles.



In what ways does Keegan address the psychological aspects of soldiers
during the war?
Keegan explores the psychological strain on soldiers, including fear, trauma, and the moral dilemmas faced
in combat, which he argues are crucial to understanding the human experience of the war.

What sources does John Keegan utilize in his analysis of the Second
World War?
Keegan employs a wide range of sources, including personal accounts, military documents, and historical
analyses, to provide a comprehensive view of the war from multiple perspectives.

How does 'The Second World War' reflect on the aftermath and legacy of
the conflict?
Keegan examines the lasting effects of the war on global politics, societal changes, and the formation of
international relations, suggesting that the consequences of the conflict continue to shape the modern
world.
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