
 
 
 

Name: ______________________________​ Period: ____​ ​ ​ Date: ____________ 

What were the causes of World War II? 
 
Document A 

1919-1939  Unresolved Issues of the Treaty of Versailles    

 
The Treaty of Versailles was one of the peace treaties at the end of World War I and it officially ended the 
war between Germany and the Allied Powers. Even though German politicians were not consulted about 
the terms of the Treaty, they had very little choice but to sign it. This resulted in many unresolved issues. 
Germany and its allies were the losers in World War I and as such were held responsible for all of the 
destruction and costs. In the Treaty of Versailles, Germany lost territory, was forced to pay huge reparations 
(payments by a defeated country for the destruction it caused in a war), was forced to take responsibility for 
the war through the War Guilt clause, and forced to demilitarize or greatly reduce their military. After World 
War I, Germany suffered from economic problems like inflation and unemployment and Germany was often 
unable to meet reparation payments. These problems left many Germans angry at the Treaty of Versailles 
which they saw as unfair. Germans were bitter and wanted their overseas and European territories back, as 
well as freedom to operate as they wish.  

 
American contemporary view of German World War I 

reparations. Political cartoon 1921.  
Image is courtesy of wikimedia commons and is in the public domain 

Check for Understanding: 
1. What were the unresolved issues of the Treaty of 
Versailles? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Synthesis: 
2. How could the unresolved issues of the Treaty of 
Versailles have led to the beginning of World War II 
in 1939?  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Treaty_of_Versailles_Reparations_--_Let%27s_see_you_collect.png


 
Document B:  

1920s  Great Depression and the Rise of Dictatorships   
Directions: Read the excerpt below and examine the images. Respond to the questions. 
One major cause of the global Great Depression was the American Wall Street Crash of October 
1929. America had given the Weimar Republic huge loans in 1924 to help with reparation payments. 
However, after the Wall Street crash, America needed these loans repaid to assist its troubled economy. 
Because Germany lost its loans from America, it was unable to make reparation payments. Germany’s 
failure to make reparation payments meant that France and Britain were unable to make their loan 
payments. Throughout the world, trade began to slow down and production decreased. The Wall Street 
Crash had a ripple effect throughout the world that resulted in high unemployment throughout Europe. 
Unemployment forced many Europeans, especially in Germany, to rely on soup kitchens and other 
government support.   
 
European governments seemed unable to handle the crisis. The traditional approaches to handling 
economic crises seemed to only cause more problems. With the current governments unable to ease the 
pain and suffering of unemployment and inflation, Europeans were drawn to totalitarian leaders who 
promised economic recovery. Totalitarianism is a system of government in which one party tries to rule 
with complete control over every aspect of the lives of its citizen. There have been a number of 
totalitarian rulers in history. While they all try to run their totalitarian states with complete control over 
the people that live in them, they often have different ideologies [beliefs] that guide their decisions. For 
example, the first totalitarian ruler you learned about, Joseph Stalin, was a Communist. He used 
totalitarianism to make Russia into the first state inspired by Karl Marx’s ideas. Adolf Hitler and Benito 
Mussolini were other totalitarian rulers influenced by an ideology called fascism. Fascists also wanted 
complete control over their countries. While these totalitarian leaders in Europe were motivated by 
different ideologies, they were all deeply nationalist and militaristic, believing that they needed to fight 
for the survival and superiority of their nations while building up a strong military that could defeat other 
nations that may have attempted to take away their power. In Japan, Emperor Hirohito emerged as a 
nationalist and militaristic leader fixated on overseas expansion.  
 
Together, Joseph Stalin (Russia), Adolf Hitler (Germany), Benito Mussolini (Italy) and Emperor Hirohito 
(Japan) were all dictators or rulers who have complete control over their countries. These dictators also 
aggressively sought control over other nations.  

Check for Understanding: 
1. What caused the rise of dictators during the interwar period? What was the main focus of these 
dictators? 
 
 
 
 
Synthesis: 
2. How could these dictators have caused the beginning of World War II in 1939?  
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Document C: 

1931-1939   Aggression & Failures of the League of Nations 

 
The Treaty of Versailles included the planned formation of the League of Nations, an international 
organization and a collective security arrangement. The nations that joined the League of Nations agreed to 
settle disputes rather than go to war. The League of Nations was set up after World War I to keep the 
peace, however, the U.S. did not join and other nations were too concerned with their own problems to take 
on global peace. When an issue of global peace did arise, the League of Nations did not have the power to 
do anything about it.  
 

In the early 1930s, the invasion of Manchuria and Abyssinia (current-day Ethiopia) destroyed people's belief 
in the ability of the League to stop wars or keep any kind of peace. In both situations, the League acted 
slowly and made poor decisions about how to suppress aggressive nations. In 1931, Japan invaded 
Manchuria, a Northeastern region of China. The Chinese called on the League of Nations to condemn the 
act and stop the Japanese, but the League did not act and the Japanese left the League of Nations. In 
1935, Italy, under the leadership of fascist leader Benito Mussolini, invaded Abyssinia (current-day Ethiopia) 
using poison gas. The Ethiopians called on the League of Nations to condemn the invasion.  
 
 
While Manchuria and Abyssinia were being invaded, Hitler announced that Germany was leaving the 
League and in 1935, Hitler broke the Treaty of Versailles and started rearming Germany. The League calls a 
Disarmament Conference but it failed and Germany continued to arm. In 1936, in defiance of the League of 
Nations, Germany began to recapture territories lost under the Treaty of Versailles including the Rhineland. 
In 1938, Germany informed the League that in defiance of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany and Austria 
were uniting.  

 
There were many effects of the League of Nations failures. First, small nations soon learned that they could 
not expect protection from the League of Nations and that aggressive totalitarian states could act without 
consequence. Second, the League of Nations inability to act and their slowness made the League appear 
incompetent, scared and ineffective. Third, by the 1930s, the four major powers - Japan, Italy, Britain and 
France - all betrayed the League’s goals. Fourth, because Britain and France knew the League could not 
stop aggressive nations, they instead followed the policy of appeasement or giving Hitler what he wanted 
to stop Germany from going to war. This policy allowed Hitler to quickly advance with his plans.  

Check for Understanding: 
1.​ Did the League of Nations meet its goals? Explain.  

 
 
 
 

Synthesis: 
2. How could the failures of the League of Nations have led to the beginning of World War II in 1939? 
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Document D:  
1935-1939- Appeasement 

What is appeasement? Why did leaders take this route?  
In the 1930s, when Britain and France knew the League could not stop aggressive nations, they instead 
followed the policy of appeasement or the policy of giving aggressive or enemy nations what they want in 
order to avoid conflict. There are several reasons why several Western democracies like Britain and France 
appeased Hitler. First, the British were not prepared to go to war and wanted to avoid war at all costs. 
Additionally, having remembered the slaughter of World War I, many leaders thought another world war 
would destroy civilization. Finally, some thought that Hitler’s complaints and ideas were reasonable. From 
1935 until 1938,  Britain and France gave Hitler what he wanted such as land, control over nations, and the 
freedom to remilitarize because they assumed that if they gave Hitler what he wanted, he’d eventually stop 
and war could be avoided. Instead, this policy of appeasement empowered Hitler to want more and take 
more. The greatest example of this appeasement policy is the Munich Agreement.  

Hitler wanted to unite all German-speaking people into the Third Reich 
[Nazi Germany] and he began on the road to create a “living space” for 
German in Eastern Europe. One of his first steps in creating this “living 
space” was the Anschluss or union between Austria and Germany in 
1938. Even though the Anschluss violated the Treaty of Versailles, 
Western democracies did nothing to stop Hitler.  
 
 

Having built confidence that he could not be stopped, Hitler turned to 
Czechoslovakia. In western Czechoslovakia, there was a region called 
Sudetenland where there were German-speaking people he believed 
needed to be reunited with their German homeland. Britain and France 
were not willing to go to war so a deal was reached on  

September 30 between Adolf Hitler, Neville Chamberlain (Britain), Benito Mussolini (Italy), and Édouard 
Daladier (France) called the Munich Agreement. The Munich Agreement permitted German annexation of 
Czechoslovakia's Sudetenland. Czechoslovakia was informed by Britain and France that they could either 
fight Germany alone or surrender to Germany. The Czechoslovakian government agreed to abide by the 
agreement because they knew they could not fight Hitler alone since Britain and France were unwilling to 
help them fight. The settlement gave Germany the Sudetenland and control over the rest of Czechoslovakia 
as long as Hitler promised to go no further.  

 
 
 

 
 

 

Check for Understanding: 
1. What is appeasement? Why did Western democracies like Britain and France choose this policy? 
 
 
 
Synthesis: 
2. How could appeasement have led to the beginning of World War II in 1939?  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

3 


