The Power of Words

Introduction:

Powerful people have changed cultures and boundaries with words.

     This lesson examines several crucial political events of the 20th century, specifically three movements which shaped the course of history.  Each movement was shaped by its leader’s words and his powers of persuasion with results of significant historical importance.

These movements are:

· Vladimir Lenin and Bolshevism-Communism

· Adolf Hitler and  Nazism

· Winston S. Churchill and Great Britain’s war aims and policies.

Guiding Question:

What power do words have?     How do words have power?

Learning Objectives:

Upon completion of this lesson students will be able to:

· Explain the influence Winston Churchill had on the free world and on his fellow countrymen.

· Cite examples in history where movements shaped by words had persuasive power to shape world events.

Background Information:

Given that powerful leaders have changed peoples’ lives, three major historical events are selected with emphasis on Winston Churchill.

· 1917-Lenin Bolshevik Revolution opening the door for tyranny

· 1924-Landsberg Fortress, Bavaria, with Hitlers’ Mein Kampf

· May 13,1940-Prime Minister Winston Churchill of Great Britain, “Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat” speech in the  House of Commons at http://www.winstonchurchill.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=391
Further exploration can take place as to their speeches, writings, and important political decisions.

Preparation for Teaching:

Students will have covered  the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and Hitler’s rise to power in previous lessons.

Teachers will need to download and print the following items:

· Man of the Year (front cover)  Time Magazine  Winston Churchill

· Winston Churchills’ speech of May 13, 1940 summing up Great Britain’s war plan, “Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat” http://www.winstonchurchill.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=391
· Churchill’s essay of 1938 warning the world of Hitler’s danger: “What Can England Do about Hitler?”
Also helpful for proper context is the reading of My Early Life by Winston S. Churchill.

Resources:        

· My Early Life by Winston S. Churchill, chapters 10-12.  Touchstone Books, 1996.

· www.timemagazine.com (Time Education Program)

· www.chu.cam.ac.uk/archives Churchill Archive centre

· “What Can England Do about Hitler?” in Current History a World Affairs Journal, October 1938, See below.
· In Never Give In! by Winston S. Churchill,  speech to the House of Commons  on November 23,1932   “Bands of Sturdy Teutonic Youths,” page. 100 
Suggested Activities:

After reading the assigned texts students will be divided into group of three.  Students will discuss three areas listing on index cards 

· 4 things you learned about WSC

· 4 sentences/paragraphs by Churchill that you thought effective 

· 4 things you would like to know more about WSC

Each small group will share their responses class-wide. From all these activities one can ascertain what topics to emphasize and students can be led into research into great figures of the 20th century or a particular speech.  The index cards become the topics for research.  

Assessment:

Three assessments could be utilized:

· List on a sheet items exclusively related to Lenin, Hitler, or WSC.  Students will be expected to identify and match to appropriate leader.

· Students could take questions they would ask and create a lesson they would teach the class.  Example:  Explain the ups and downs in WSC political career.

· Provide a copy of a standard rubric sheet to each small group of three with appropriate areas to be assessed.  Each area has a maximum number of points.

Extending the Lesson:

Given that great leaders make history or change history this type of lesson lends itself to a lesson on the qualities of leadership or multiple lessons on dictatorship(the best example unfortunately being Adolf Hitler).   Other people are: Saddam Hussein, Idi Amin, Moamar Khaddafi, Tito, Peron, Fidel Castro, Mao Tse Tung.   

Grade Level:          9-12

Subject Area:          American History, Senior Government, and English

Time Required:       Minimum of four class periods of forty minutes each.

Authors’ Name:      Bruce Aaron Thompson, Jefferson Jr./Sr. High School, Jefferson, Ohio with The Churchill Centre

—October, 1938

  In the October, 1938, issue of Current History, Winston Churchill—an opponent of Great Britain’s appeasement policy—was asking the British nation to “rise in its ancient vigor” to save civilization.

What Can England Do About Hitler?

By Winston Churchill

Prime Minister of Britain during World War II


I do not feel that there is any immediate danger of a major land war breaking out over Czechoslovakia.  I know it is very rash to make such a statement, but when there is so much natural but misdirected alarm, one must run some risks in stating one’s honest opinion.  The first reason is that, in the opinion of many good judges, Germany is not ready this year for such an ordeal as a major land war.  The second reason carries more conviction to me, because obviously the first is based upon facts which one cannot measure and secrets which one cannot probe.  It is that I cannot see that it would be to the interest of the rulers of Germany to provoke such a war.


Are they not getting all they want without it?  Are they not achieving a long succession of most important objectives without firing a single shot?  Is there any limit to the economic and political pressure which, without actually using military force, Germany will be able to bring to bear on [Great Britain].  England can be convulsed politically, she can be strangled economically, she is practically surrounded by superior forces, and unless something is done to mitigate the pressure of circumstances, she will be forced to make continuous surrenders until finally her sovereignty, her independence, her integrity, have been destroyed.  Why, then, should the rulers of Germany strike a military blow?  Why should they incur the risk of a major war?


Moreover, I think it is to be considered that there are other, even more tempting lines of advance open to Germany’s ambitions.  A serious disturbance among the Hungarian population in the Rumanian province of Transylvania might offer a pretext for the entry of German troops, at a Hungarian invitation or without it.  Then all the possibilities of the oil and food of Rumania would be open.  Here, again, force may be avoided and virtual annexation may be veiled in the guise of a compulsory alliance.

But the story of this year is not ended at Czechoslovakia.  It is not ended this month.  The might behind the German Dictator [Adolph Hitler] increases daily.  His appetite may grow with eating. 

Do not let anyone suppose that this is a mere question of hardening one’s heart and keeping a stiff upper lip, and standing by to see Czechoslovakia poleaxed or tortured as Austria has been.  Something more than that particular kind of fortitude will be needed from us.  It is not only Czechoslovakia that will suffer.  Look at the states of the Danube Basin.  First and foremost there is Yugoslavia.  Is nothing being done to ascertain what Yugoslavia would do, assuming that Great Britain and France were prepared to interest themselves in the problems of the Danube Basin?  Yugoslavia might well be gained, and I am told that the effect of that on Bulgaria would probably be to draw her into the same orbit.  Then there is Rumania, so directly menaced by the potential German movement to the East.  These three countries if left alone, and convinced that there is no will power operating against the dictators, will fall one by one into the Nazi grip and system.  What then will be the position of Greece and Turkey?


It is not possible that decided action by France and Great Britain would rally the whole of these five states as well as Czechoslovakia, all of whom have powerful armies, who together aggregate 75,000,000 of people, who have several millions of fighting men already trained, who have immense resources, who all wish to dwell in peace within their habitations, who individually may be broken by defeat and despoiled, but who, united, constitute an immense resisting power?  Can nothing be done to keep them secure and free and to unite them in their own interests of peace?  Are we really going to let the whole of these tremendous possibilities fall away without a concerted effort of any kind?

  If we do, let us not suppose for a moment that we shall ourselves have escaped our perils.  On the contrary, we shall have multiplied our perils, for a very obvious reason.  At present Germany might contemplate a short war, but, once she has laid hands on these countries and extended her power to the Black Sea, the Nazi regime will be able to feed itself indefinitely, however long war may last, and thus we should have removed another of the deterrents that stand between us and war.  The Nazification of the whole of the Danube States is a danger of the first capital magnitude to the British Empire.  Is all to go for nothing?  Is it all to be whistled down the wind?  If so, we shall repent in blood and tears our improvidence and our lack of foresight and energy.  


It has been said that if we do not stand up to the dictators now, we shall only prepare the day when we shall have to stand up to them under far more adverse conditions.  Two years ago it was safe, three years ago it was easy, and four years ago a mere dispatch might have rectified the position.  But where shall we be a year hence?


Let me give a warning drawn from our recent experiences.  Very likely this immediate crisis will pass, will dissipate itself and calm down.  After a boa constrictor has devoured its prey it often has a considerable digestive spell.  It was so after the revelation of the secret German air force.  There was a pause.  It was so after German conscription was proclaimed in breach of the Versailles Treaty.  It was so after the Rhineland was forcibly occupied.  Now, after Austria has been struck down, we are all disturbed and alarmed, but in a little while there may be another pause.  There may not—we cannot tell.  But if there is a pause, then people will be saying, “See how the alarmists have been confuted; Europe has calmed down, it has all blown over, and the war scare has passed away.”  Neville Chamberlain will perhaps repeat what he said a few weeks ago, that the tension in Europe is greatly relaxed.  The Times will write a leading article to say how silly those people look who on the morrow of the Austrian incorporation raised a clamor for exceptional action in foreign policy and home defense, and how wise the Government was not to let itself be carried away by this passing incident.


All this time the vast degeneration of the forces of parliamentary democracy will be proceeding throughout Europe.  Every six weeks another corps will be added to the German army.  All this time important countries and great rail and river communications will pass under the control of the German General Staff.  All this time populations will be continually reduced to the rigors of Nazi domination and assimilated to that system.  All this time the forces of conquest and intimidation will be consolidated, towering up soon in real and not make-believe strength and superiority.

  Then presently will come another stroke.  Upon whom?  Our questions with Germany are unsettled and unanswered.  We cannot tell.  What I dread is that the impulse now given to active effort may pass away when the dangers are not diminishing, but accumulating and gathering as country after country is involved in the Nazi system, and as their vast preparations reach their final perfection.  


The other day Lord Halifax said that Europe was confused.  The part of Europe that is confused is that part ruled by parliamentary governments.  I know of no confusion on the side of the great dictators.  They pursue their path towards somber and impressive objectives with ruthless consistency and purpose.  They know what they want, and no one can deny that up to the present at every step they are getting what they want.  When I look back upon the last five or six years I discern many lost chances when we could have made a stand.


The grave and perhaps irreparable injury to world security took place in the years 1932 and 1935 in the tenure of the Foreign Office of the present Chancellor of the Exchequer (Sir John Simon).  In those days I ventured repeatedly to submit to the House the maxim that the grievances of the vanquished should be redressed before the disarmament of the victors was begun.  But the reverse was done.  Then was the time to make concessions to the German people and to the German rulers.  Then was the time when they would have had their real value.  But no such attempt was made.  All that was done was to neglect our own defenses and endeavor to encourage the French to follow a course equally imprudent.  

The next opportunity when these sibylline books were presented to us was when the reoccupation of the Rhineland took place at the beginning of 1936.  Now we know that a firm stand by France and Britain with the other Powers associated with them at that time, and with the authority of the League of Nations, would have been followed by the immediate evacuation of the Rhineland without the shedding of a drop of blood, and the effects of that might have been blessed beyond all compare, because it would have enabled the more prudent elements in the German Army to regain their proper position, and would not have given to the political head of Germany that enormous ascendancy which has enabled him to move forward.


Now we are in a moment when a third move is made, but when that opportunity does not present itself in the same favorable manner.  Austria has been laid in thrall, and we do not know whether Czechoslovakia will suffer a similar attack.


For five years I have talked to members of the House of Commons on these matters—not with very great success.  I have watched this famous island descending incontinently, recklessly, the stairway which leads to a dark gulf.  Look back upon the last five years—since, that is to say:  Germany began to rearm in earnest and openly to seek revenge.  If we study the history of Rome and Carthage, we can understand what happened and why.  It is not difficult to form an intelligent view about the three Punic Wars; but if mortal catastrophe should overtake the British Nation and the British Empire, historians a thousand years hence will still be baffled by the mystery of our affairs.  They will never understand how it was that a victorious nation, with everything in hand, suffered themselves to be brought low, and to cast away all that they had gained by measureless sacrifice and absolute victory—gone with the wind!


Now the victors are the vanquished, and those who threw down their arms in the field and sued for an armistice are striding on to world mastery.  That is the position—that is the terrible transformation that has taken place bit by bit.  Now is the time at last to rouse the nation.  Perhaps it is the last time it can be roused with a chance of preventing war, or with a chance of coming through to victory should our efforts to prevent war fail.  We should lay aside every hindrance and endeavor by uniting the whole force and spirit of our people to raise again a great British nation standing up before all the world; for such a nation, rising in its ancient vigor, can even at this hour save civilization.

Winston Churchill was one of the major political figures of the twentieth century.  This article was written just before he replaced Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister of Great Britain.
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