[image: image2.jpg]



[image: image1.jpg]




Worksheet 3.1—Causes and consequences 
The origins of World War II
Many historians have argued that the causes of World War II, including the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party, can be traced back to decisions made by the framers of the Treaty of Versailles. The Treaty humiliated Germany and blamed it for World War I. It economically crippled Germany by imposing massive reparation payments while removing control of territory or territory itself that was necessary to generate economic wealth and activity. Added to this was the weakness of the constitution established by the Weimar government when it declared the German Republic; it enabled too many parties to enter parliament, which ensured weak government that changed as support within parliament changed. Rebuilding and uniting the country with governments subject to constant change was extremely difficult.

Germany had neither retreated or been invaded in World War I, but it suffered probably more than any of Germany’s allies. This had left a feeling of tension in the nation; someone or some group had ‘sold out’ Germany at the peace talks and had brought about the humiliation that followed. Politically this was a strong card in the right politician’s hand—a card that Hitler played as he used parliamentary means to gain power.

The ravages of the Great Depression had affected Germany greatly. The Nazi Party had offered employment, economic development and growth to German voters. The manner in which Hitler used voter support to get himself into the position of Chancellor laid the foundations for the next big war.

While the Nazis had political policies that offered economic development and growth, it used systems that were undemocratic, restrictive and militaristic. There would be change when and where the government decided. By the passing of the ‘Enabling Act’, Nazi Party did not need the German Reichstag (parliament) in order to rule. Individual or group opposition could be silenced or removed, the media censored and laws enacted that removed established rights for some or all of the population. 
Support for the government would be encouraged by controlling education, expelling unwanted people and re-establishing Germany as a military power. The military was expanded: aircraft, warships and modern military weapons were all developed to display Germany’s new power. Schooling was used to indoctrinate beliefs about German heritage and history, ethnic rightness and Nazi social values.

The rest of the world looked on as these changes took place, with some countries supporting the goals of the Nazi government. First the Rhineland was re-occupied by German troops, and then Austria was joined to Germany through the Anschluss. Although countries such as France strengthened their borders, no voices spoke out strongly against these actions that breached the terms of the Versailles Treaty and other agreements. 

Germany’s move to acquire the Czech territory of the Sudetenland was not opposed. Britain and France were still recovering from both the Great Depression and recognised that many Europeans felt that Germany’s claims for territory that contained people of German descent were justified. Both countries also felt that they were not in a position of military strength and looked for a way of preventing another war. The British leader, Chamberlain, felt that Germany was probably better prepared than Britain for war, and that the giving of the Czech territory would satisfy Hitler’s wishes. Britain accepted his agreement that he would not seek further territory.
There were further territorial demands, however. The Czech capital, Prague, was occupied and demands were made for Polish territory. This was the trigger that would finally bring about a war. Before this, Hitler negotiated a pact with Russia ensuring that Germany would not be attacked. This meant that if there was to be a war, Germany would only have to contend with one front.
On September 1, Germany invaded Poland. Great Britain demanded their withdrawal. When this did not happen, two days later Britain declared war. For several months between September 1939 and April 1940, a ‘phoney war’ took place—although war had been declared, there were no major battles during this time Germany carried out its push towards France, triggered by the ‘blitzkrieg’ (lightning war), grabbing territory through fast, mobile action.
Answer the following questions, using the information above and in the textbook to support your arguments.
1
In what ways could it be said that decisions made at Versailles laid the foundations for World War II?
2
Why was the Great Depression of political advantage to Hitler and the Nazi Party?

3
What was the impediment for strong government in Germany up until this time?
4
What does Anschluss mean? How did it lead to further territorial gains by Germany?

5
Why do you think Great Britain and French leaders were willing to appease Hitler rather than fight him? 

6
Why was Great Britain’s and France’s commitment to defend Poland so difficult for them to actually carry out?

7
Why was the war in Poland called a’ phoney’ war, considering that Poland was being invaded by both Germany and Russia?
8
How important or significant was it for Germany to make the ‘pact’ with Russia? If Russia had not agreed to this pact, do you think that war would have been triggered by an invasion of Poland? Give reasons for your answer.
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