
Causes of WWII

I. The Peaceful 20s
A. Generally tired of war
B. Growing league of nations 48 in 1920 to 54 in 1929

1. Germany admitted in 1926
C. The Locarno Treaties, 1925

1. Normalized relations with Germany
2. Germany, Britain, France, Italy and Belgium agreed to not 

war over disputes-only negotiations
3. Accepted western borders of 1919
4. Eastern borders could change through negotiations

D. Kellogg-Briand Pact, 1928
1. 45 signatories agreed to not use war to solve international 

disputes.
II. The Turbulent 30s

A. Onset of the Great Depression resulted in increased trade 
barriers (tarrifs/quotas) causing Japan to make moves to 
be self-sufficient.

B. The Manchurian Crisis 1931-33
1. Japan invaded and annexed Manchuria (Manchukuo)
2. First major failure of the League of Nations 

a) Condemned Japan’s actions and ordered the withdrawal of 
Japanese troops

b) Called on Japan to hand Manchuria back to China
c) Japan kept it and left the League in 1933

3. Why?
a) Great powers already economically damaged by the 

depression-feared further harm to global trade
b) Great powers unwilling to take military action

(1) Especially britain that had the greatest colonial reach in Asia



4. Results
a) The League was shown to be weak in the face of a great 

power
b) Aggression paid.  Japan continued to push further into 

China
c) US in strong opposition to Japanese aggression in China

(1) With the invasion of mainland China in 1937, the US began limited aid to 
China and embargos against Japan though trade would continue to 1941.

C. Abyssinian Crisis 1935-36
1. Italy invaded Abyssinia (Ethiopia) and the League failed to 

stop the aggression.
a) Abyssinia was the only truly independent black African 

state.
b) Italy, suffering from the Depression moved to foreign 

conquest to distract the people.
c) Revenge for a previous defeat at the battle of Adowa in 

1896.
d) The League condemned the invasion

2. Why
a) Again, great powers were not ready for a general war.
b) Fear of driving Mussolini towards Hitler and Germany

3. Results
a) Again, the League was shown to be impotent
b) A move away from Collective Security, nations began to 

rearm.
c) Mussolini still moved closer to Hitler, angered by the 

League’s actions.
(1) 1936: Rome-Berlin Axis
(2) 1937, Italy leaves the League of Nations

III. Hitler’s Germany
A. Becomes Chancellor of Germany in 1933, proclaimed 

himself Fuhrer in 1934.
B. Foreign Policy plans

1. Set out in Mein Kampf, Zweites Buch (Secret Book), and the 



Hossbach Memorandum
a) Hossbach: 1937: Key aim of German Policy was to secure 

and preserve the racial community and enlarge it.
b) Time wasted would allow germany’s opponents to 

stregthen.
2. Re-establish Germany’s position in world affairs

a) Ending the humiliation of the Treaty of Versailles
(1) Defeat of France and a return to pre-1919 boundaries

3. Uniting all ethnic Germans in a ‘Greater Germany’ 
a) Uniting all German-Speaking peoples
b) Made possible by the breakup of Austria Hungary

4. The Conquest of Lebensraum (Living space) 
a) In the East as far as the Urals-desire of the Ukraine as 

German’s ‘bread basket’
(1) Belief in German racial superiority over the Slavic peoples
(2) Viewed the Bolsheviks who now 
(3) Land needed to supply ‘Greater Germany’

5. Reversal of the Treaty of Versailles
C. Hitler’s Actions

1. Rearmament
a) Disarmament Conference of 1933, Hitler asked the other 

powers to disarm to Germany’s level.  They refused, he left 
the League

b) Army grows to 300,000 in 1933.  1935, conscription 
begins, army grows to 550,000

c) New Luftwaffe developed
d) Anglo-German Naval Treaty, 1935

(1) Germany allowd to build a naval fleet 1/3 the size of Britain’s with an equal 
number of submarines.

(2) A blatant breech of the Versailles treaty

D. The Saar
1. Following the 15 years dictated of occupation by the Treaty 

of Versailles, the citizens of the Saar region had the ability to 
vote for their choice (France or Germany) 90% chose 
Germany-a great boost for Hitler

E. Reoccupation of the Rhineland



1. March 1936, German troops occupied the Rhineland in 
violation of the Treaty of Versailles

a) Generals advised against it, feeling the French would resist 
and Germany was not yet ready to fight.

b) No resistance, 98% of the population supported the move.
c) French were unwilling to fight and the British wouldn’t 

move without the French.
d) Hitler learns that the French and British lack the resolve to 

resist Germany aggression.
F. Anschluss-Union with Austria

1. 1934, Hitler moves to take Austria through the assassination 
Austrian Chancellor Dolfuss by Austrian Nazis

2. Mussolini, fearing Germany on his border, sends troops to the 
Austrian frontier, Hitler backs down, denies responsibility for 
the assassination.

3. 1938, Germany in a stronger position
a) Success in the Rhineland
b) Stronger Armed forces
c) Rome-Berlin Axis
d) Weak League of Nations
e) New Austrian Chancellor Schuschnigg had appointed 

Nazis into his government in turn for respect for Austrian 
independence.

4. Austrian Nazis, under Hitler’s orders, bomb public buildings 
and hold mass padres.  Schuschnigg is summoned to 
Germany-after 2 hours of attack, he concedes to Hitler to give 
Austrian Nazis more power.  He returns, and renegs, calling 
for a referendum to be held-independence or unity with 
Germany.

5. Furious, Hitler orders invasion plans to be drawn up.  
Schuschnigg forced to withdraw the election and resign, 
replaced by an Austrian Nazi Seyss-Inquart.

6. Seyss-Inquart asks Germany to send in troops to restore order, 
3/11/38, German troops invade Austria, two days later, 
Austria is made a province of Germany.  99% vote in favor of 



Anschluss the next month.
G. Appeasement: Policy, pushed by British Prime minister 

Neville Chamberlain to ‘give into’ German aggression to 
avoid a greater war

H. The Sudetenland Crisis, 1938
1. Sudetenland: Western rim of Czechoslovakia, mostly 

German-Speaking, resentful of Czech control, most of Czech 
Western defences.

2. Rationale for taking
a) Hitler wanted to avoid fighting a two-front war against a 

free and hostile Czechoslovakia
b) Fear that the USSR might invade Germany through 

Czechoslovakia
c) Wealth and resources

3. Hitler calls on Konrad Henlein (Sidetone Nazi leader) to 
demand separation of the Sudetenland and to stage protests 
and riots, giving Hitler the pretense of invading to ‘protect’ 
endangered Germans.

4. Chamberlain works to negotiate with Hitler to avoid war
a) Agrees that areas with 50%+ Germans should be handed 

over.  French and Czech persuaded to accept the 
compromise.

b) A week later, Hitler steps up his demands calling for all of 
the Sudetenland.  Britain rejects and prepares for War 
w/France against Germany.

5. Chamberlain calls on Mussolini to persuade Hitler to an 
international conference.  Hitler agrees and postpones the 
invasion.

I. Munich Conference
1. Chamberlain, Mussolini, Hitler and Deluder meet in Munich, 

Germany.  Czechoslovakia and USSR not invited.
2. Sudetenland would be transferred to Germany and that 

Czechoslovakia’s new borders would be guaranteed by the 
four powers.



3. Anglo-German Declaration signed the next day with the two 
nations agreeing not to war with eachother.

4. Results
a) Europe avoids war
b) Britain and France gain time to build their 

militaries-Germany too.
c) Czechoslovakia deserted by her alllies.
d) Hitler decides that the French and Brits wont resist him.  

Even more popular than he had been before.
e) Stalin/USSR upset at being left out-but learns that the 

western powers won’t resist aggression.
J. March 1939, Hitler takes the remainder of 

Czechoslovakia.
1. Britain and France end the policy of appeasement-Hitler 

could not be trusted.
2. Chamberlain furious
3. Hitler’s justification of a greater Germany for ‘Germans’ was 

unjustifiable as he was now taking the lands of non-germans.
4. Britain and France speed up rearmament and guarantee the 

independence of Poland.
K. Poland and War

1. Hitler demanded the return of Danzig and the Polish corridor.
L. Nazi-Soviet Pact, August 1939

1. Wanting to avoid a two front War, Hitler willing to make an 
agreement with Stalin.

2. Stalin signs to share in the partition of Poland.
3. Hitler could now invade poland without any interference with 

the USSR.
M.Invasion of Poland

1. September 1, 1939, Germany invades Poland.
2. Two days later, hoping to avoid war, the Brits and French 

send Germany an ultimatum that is ignored.  War is declared.


