Social Studies 11:  World War II


The Causes of World War II

Key words: appeasement, Munich Agreement, Blitzkrieg, Non-aggression pact.

Discuss with a partner the following questions.


What was Germany’s situation like by the 1930’s?  Explain.


What political ideas were spreading around the world during the 1920-1930 era?


Predict why the world went to war in 1939?  Explain.

Unlike World War I, there were not four reasons why the world went to war in 1939.  There are several causes for World War II.  Read the following and answer the questions that follow. The following refers to information found on pages 92-96 in Counterpoints.  Refer to your textbook as you work through the questions.
A) Reparations and Economic Depression

The Treaty of Versailles

· Germany’s territory and military power was reduced.
· Germany must pay war reparations.
Economic Causes

· The war and Treaty of Versailles had ruined the German economy by the 1920s.

· Germany was struggling to pay war reparations

· Inflation: paper money that was printed was essentially worthless.

· Unemployment: by 1932, nearly half of Germany’s workforce was unemployed.

These two major factors helped create political polarization in Germany, and allowed extremist parties like the Nazis to become credible and popular.

What was the state of the German economy in the 1930’s?


B) Hitler’s Rise to total power in Germany

· Hitler took control of a small right-wing political group and created the NAZI party.

· In Nov. 1923, he tried to seize control of the Bavarian government but failed and was jailed.

· (1930) Hitler’s Nazi party won a million votes and 107 seats.  This meant that it was the now the second largest political party in Germany.

· (1933) Hitler was able to take over the Government as “der Fuher” and abolish democracy in Germany.

The abolishment of democracy and all political opposition allowed Hitler the freedom to bring about his plans for Germany, and to push Europe towards war.

C) Hitler’s Plan: Mein Kampf
· While in jail he wrote, Mein Kampf  (My Struggle) in which he set out his goals for the German nation.

· Aryans were a master race destined to rule over inferior races

· Create more Lebestraum (living space) for the German people by removing non-Germans (especially Jews) and expanding Germany’s territory through war.

· Demanded Anchluss, the reunification of Austria and Germany

· Outlined his plans to conquer Eastern Europe.

Hitler carried out the plans written in Mein Kampf exactly as he said he would.  Unfortunately, no one took him seriously before 1933.  After 1933, Hitler had become extremely powerful, and it was too late to oppose him.

How did Hitler’s rise to power affect the German people?


D) Violations of the Treaty of Versailles 

1. German rearmament (1935). Creates an Air Force and announces plans for military conscription.

2. Hitler takes over and re-militarizes the Rhineland (the industrial heart of Germany)

3. Hitler invades of Austria (March 12, 1938).

4. Hitler invades the Sudetenland (1938) then the rest of Czechoslovakia (1939) in order to “liberate” Germans who are living there.

5. Hitler and Soviet Russia invade Poland (1939).

Each of these changes put Germany in a stronger position to wage war in Europe.  It ensured more territory, more military supplies, a larger military, and more food for the struggle.

What countries did Germany invade in the late 1930’s?  How did this further Germany’s position in Europe?


E) The Nazi Soviet Non-Aggression Pact

· Hitler and Stalin despised and feared one another.  Hitler decides to create peaceful relations with the USSR so that he can focus on conquering Western Europe.
· Because the USSR promises not to interfere with Hitler’s ambitions, Hitler becomes more confident and aggressive, which pushes Germany towards war.
How did Hitler’s agreement with Stalin further Germany’s push towards war?


F) Policy of Appeasement

· The Munich Agreement (September, 1938): Leaders of the Allies agree that Hitler can have the Sudetenland only if he promises to stop all demands for more territory.

· Hitler agreed, but 6 months later Hitler breaks the agreement, and invades the rest of Czechoslovakia.

· Pro Appeasement: Some argue that Appeasement was a strategy to allow the allies to re-arm in order to better fight Germany. 

· Neville Chamberlain (British PM) and Mackenzie King both believed that Hitler was a reasonable man.  They believed he could be appeased with diplomacy.

· Hitler promised to oppose Stalin’s Russia.  For that reason, Britain and the other allies wanted to remain friendly with Germany.

· Anti-appeasement: Others believe that appeasement was a failed strategy that only fed Hitler’s confidence and pushed the world toward war.

· After the outbreak of War, British PM Neville Chamberlain was criticized for failing to oppose Hitler.  He resigned, and was replaced by Sir Winston Churchill.

What was the Munich Agreement?  ? Why did the Prime Minister of Britain believe Hitler was a reasonable man?


G) The Invasion of Poland (1939)

· After WW1, territory was taken from Russia and Germany to create the country of Poland.  Hitler and Stalin agreed to divide Poland between them and take back this land in 1939.

· The German “Blitzkrieg” surprised and defeated the Polish military.

· As they had promised to support Poland against invasion, Britain and France declared war on Germany.

Why did Britain and France declare war on Germany?


In your own words, summarize the causes of World War II.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Homework:  Read the section “On the Road to War”, on page 94 in Counterpoints. 

What other world conflicts furthered the aggression around the world? How did the League of Nations respond do these acts of violence?








































