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General Dwight D. Eisenhower: D-Day and Responsibility 
 

• Compelling Question 
o How can you take responsibility for your own actions as General Eisenhower did on D-Day? 

• Virtue: Responsibility 
• Definition – Responsibility is accountability to myself and others. 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will read an account about General Eisenhower’s actions on D-Day and how 
they can act responsibly in their own lives through readings, discussions, and a presentation 
project.  

• Objectives 
o Evaluate General Eisenhower’s responsible actions on D-Day.  
o Create a presentation or visual demonstrating how they can be responsible in their own lives.  
o Apply their knowledge about responsible behavior to their own lives. 

• Background 
o In 1939, the world watched in horror as Nazi Germany leader Adolf Hitler invaded Poland. Within 

days, France and Great Britain declared war on Germany. Germany, Italy, and Japan allied together 
and were known as the Axis Powers, while France, Great Britain, Australia, Canada, and others 
formed the Allied Powers. The United States entered the war on the side of the Allied Powers in 
1941 following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. One of the major turning points in the war for 
the Allies was Operation Overlord, also known as D-Day, which took place in Normandy, France in 
June of 1944.  
 
The D-Day invasion was led by General Dwight D. Eisenhower. Eisenhower was born in 1890 in 
Texas, but he was raised in Abilene, Kansas. Eisenhower was accepted at the United States Military 
Academy, or West Point, and graduated in 1915. He began his military career as a Second 
Lieutenant but never saw combat in the First World War. Soon after the United States entered 
World War II, Eisenhower was a commanding general in both the European and North African 
theaters. Then, in 1943, he was assigned to the role of Supreme Allied Commander in Europe. In 
this role, Eisenhower was in charge of planning and executing Operation Overlord. Following the 
success of the D-Day invasion and the Allied Powers’ success in the war, Eisenhower became the 
military governor of Germany and then the Army Chief of Staff back in the United States. In 1952, 
Eisenhower was elected the thirty-fourth president of the United States. 

• Vocabulary 
o Allied Powers 
o Axis Powers 
o D-Day 
o Normandy Invasion 
o Operation Overlord  
o Expeditionary  
o Tyranny  

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 
 
 
 
 
 



 Bill of Rights Institute – American Portraits 2 

• Observation Questions 
o Who was General Eisenhower? Why does he believe that acting responsibly is important? How did 

his action affect the freedom of others?  
o What was General Eisenhower’s role in the D-Day invasion?  

• Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o The National D-Day Memorial, http://www.dday.org/overview/ 
o The National WWII Museum, Research Starters, D-Day, 

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/students-teachers/student-resources/research-
starters/research-starters-d-day 

o United States Army: D-Day, https://www.army.mil/d-day/ 
o American Experience: D-Day, PBS film 
o D-Day: June 6, 1944: The Battle for the Normandy Beaches by Stephen E. Ambrose 
o D-Day: The Battle for Normandy by Antony Beevor 

  

http://www.dday.org/overview/
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/students-teachers/student-resources/research-starters/research-starters-d-day
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/students-teachers/student-resources/research-starters/research-starters-d-day
https://www.army.mil/d-day/
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Handout A: General Dwight D. Eisenhower: D-Day and Responsibility 
 
Background 
 
In 1939, the world watched in horror as Nazi Germany leader Adolf Hitler invaded Poland. Within days, 
France and Great Britain declared war on Germany. Germany, Italy, and Japan allied together and were 
known as the Axis Powers, while France, Great Britain, Australia, Canada, and others formed the Allied 
Powers. The United States entered the war on the side of the Allied Powers in 1941 following the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor. One of the major turning points in the war for the Allies was Operation Overlord, 
also known as D-Day, which took place in Normandy, France in June of 1944.  
 
The D-Day invasion was led by General Dwight D. Eisenhower. Eisenhower was born in 1890 in Texas, but 
he was raised in Abilene, Kansas. Eisenhower was accepted at the United States Military Academy, or West 
Point, and graduated in 1915. He began his military career as a Second Lieutenant but never saw combat in 
the First World War. Soon after the United States entered World War II, Eisenhower was a commanding 
general in both the European and North African theaters. Then, in 1943, he was assigned to the role of 
Supreme Allied Commander in Europe. In this role, Eisenhower was in charge of planning and executing 
Operation Overlord. Following the success of the D-Day invasion and the Allied Powers’ success in the war, 
Eisenhower became the military governor of Germany and then the Army Chief of Staff back in the United 
States. In 1952, Eisenhower was elected the thirty-fourth president of the United States. 
 
Narrative 
 
At 4:15 a.m. on June 5, 1944, General Dwight D. Eisenhower faced the most significant decision of his life. As 
the wind and rain pounded against the windows of his headquarters, he had to decide whether to send 
156,000 Allied troops to invade northern France in order to begin to retake Europe from German 
occupation. The German Army under General Irwin Rommel had built a formidable defensive network 
called the Western Wall. After learning that the weather would briefly improve over the next thirty-six 
hours to coincide with favorable tides and moonlight to provide a narrow window of opportunity to launch 
the attack, Eisenhower silently paced the room with a grave responsibility on his shoulders. Finally, he said, 
“Okay.  We’ll go.” Eisenhower thus ordered that the largest amphibious invasion in history begin that night.   

 
Later that day, Eisenhower scribbled a message on a piece of paper that demonstrated his character and 
willingness to accept personal responsibility for the momentous decision. He recognized that the Allies 
would only have one chance at invading northern France. If it failed, it would be an incredible setback in 
the war with Nazi Germany. He wrote, “Our landings in the Cherbourg-Havre area have failed to gain a 
satisfactory foothold and I have withdrawn the troops. My decision to attack at this time and place was 
based upon the best information available. The troops, the air, and the Navy did all that bravery and 
devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone.”   
 
Eisenhower could have evaded responsibility and blamed the war planners, the British allies, subordinates, 
the soldiers, or factors beyond his control. But he didn’t. He courageously accepted responsibility for 
possible failure, whatever the consequences to his own military career and place in history.   
 
Back in September, 1943, Eisenhower had explained to British Admiral Louis Mountbatten that a leader 
must be “self-effacing, quick to give credit, ready to meet the other fellow more than half-way, must seek to 
absorb advice…When the time comes that he feels he must make a decision, he must make it in a clean-cut 
fashion and on his own responsibility and take full blame for anything that goes wrong whether or not it 
results from his mistake.” It was a character and leadership code that Eisenhower exhibited throughout his 
career.   
 
Because Eisenhower understood that a leaders must have a strong sense of responsibility, in December, 
1943, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had appointed him Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary 
Force, to command the Overlord invasion at Normandy. Eisenhower’s leadership skills were put to the test 
over the next six months organizing this incredibly complex invasion.   
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Eisenhower was responsible for countless important details to make the attack succeed.  He had to choose 
the commanders and ensure that they cooperated despite the rivalries between Americans and the British, 
and between the different military branches.  The conflicts among the leading Allied statesmen and 
generals such as President Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, Charles de Gaulle, George Patton, and Bernard 
Montgomery, demanded his constant attention and strongest diplomatic skills.  The moonlight, tides, and 
weather had to be just right.  A massive Allied campaign of deception—Operation Fortitude—to trick the 
Germans into thinking the invasion would come at Pas de Calais, the closest part of the coast to southern 
England and most obvious point of landing, by creating a fictitious American Army Group under Patton and 
a British one, had to work. In a mission called Transportation Plan, the Allied air forces had to cripple the 
French railway and road system in order to prevent German reinforcements being rushed to the front. 
There were not even enough Landing Ship, Tank, or “LST” landing craft to carry out the invasion, which 
forced a month-long delay. Finally, some of Eisenhower’s commanders lost heart and expressed fear and 
doubt right before the attack. During moments of frustration and weakness, he wanted to quit.  But he 
endured and continued as Supreme Commander.   
 
This stress caused Eisenhower to gain weight, suffer from poor health, and chain-smoke four packs of 
cigarettes a day.  Mostly, he was haunted by the deaths of the young men who would lead the invasion 
forces on the beaches of Normandy or the airborne assault that would parachute into enemy territory. 
General Eisenhower knew the sacrifice they were about to make and visited the men of twenty-six 
divisions that spring. During the evening before the attack, he spoke with the troops of the 101st Airborne 
and bolstered their morale. That night, Churchill asked his wife, “Do you realize that by the time you wake 
up in the morning 20,000 may have been killed?” Eisenhower knew that possibility all too well.   
 
Eisenhower sent a message to all of the Allied forces to encourage them as they sailed or flew to assault 
German defenses. “Soldiers, sailors, and airmen of the Allied Expeditionary Force! You are about to embark 
upon the Great Crusade…The hopes and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you…You 
will bring about the destruction of the German war machine, the elimination of Nazi tyranny over the 
oppressed peoples of Europe, and security for ourselves in a free world.” His moral vision of the purposes 
of the war that he shared with the troops matched the moral courage in his character to take sole 
responsibility for the outcome of D-Day.   
 
The invasion succeeded in establishing a beachhead and ultimately driving the Germans out of France 
though at a great price. More than 2,500 Allied troops died and 7,500 were wounded or went missing on D-
Day. Eisenhower did not have to publish the message in his pocket, but he still felt the awful responsibility 
of every soldier who died invading France to destroy the Nazi scourge. His assistant, Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell 
Smith, finally understood the awesome responsibility of command that spring. “I never realized before the 
loneliness and isolation of a commander at a time when such a momentous decision has to be taken, with 
the full knowledge that failure or success rests on his judgment alone.” Dwight Eisenhower rose to that 
occasion with character and greatness.   
  
 
 


