
causes of wwii worksheet

causes of wwii worksheet serves as an essential tool for students and
educators alike to explore the complex and multifaceted origins of World War
II. Understanding the causes of this global conflict requires examining
political, economic, social, and ideological factors that converged in the
early 20th century. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the
critical causes that led to the outbreak of WWII, designed to aid in the
creation or use of an effective worksheet. Key topics include the Treaty of
Versailles, economic instability, the rise of totalitarian regimes, and the
failure of diplomacy. Each of these elements played a significant role in
escalating tensions that eventually exploded into one of the deadliest wars
in history. The content herein is structured to enhance comprehension and
facilitate teaching strategies for history curriculum focused on this pivotal
era.
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Political Causes of World War II

The political landscape of Europe and beyond following World War I created
conditions ripe for another global conflict. The Treaty of Versailles, signed
in 1919, imposed severe reparations and territorial losses on Germany,
fostering resentment and a desire for revenge. This treaty significantly
weakened the Weimar Republic and contributed to political instability within
Germany. Additionally, the rise of aggressive nationalist movements and the
failure of the League of Nations to maintain peace exacerbated tensions among
nations.

The Treaty of Versailles

The Treaty of Versailles is often cited as a primary political cause of World
War II. The treaty's harsh terms demanded Germany accept full responsibility
for the war, pay massive reparations, disarm, and cede territory. These
punitive measures humiliated Germany and destabilized its economy and
government, paving the way for extremist political parties to gain support.

Rise of Totalitarian Regimes

Political instability and economic hardship enabled the rise of totalitarian
leaders such as Adolf Hitler in Germany, Benito Mussolini in Italy, and
militarist factions in Japan. These regimes promoted aggressive nationalism,



militarization, and expansionist policies that directly challenged the post-
World War I international order.

Weakness of the League of Nations

Established to prevent future conflicts, the League of Nations lacked
enforcement power and the participation of key world powers such as the
United States. Its inability to respond effectively to acts of aggression by
Axis powers diminished its credibility and encouraged further violations of
international agreements.

Economic Factors Leading to the War

Economic instability was a significant underlying cause of World War II. The
Great Depression of the 1930s devastated economies worldwide, leading to high
unemployment, poverty, and social unrest. These conditions created fertile
ground for extremist political ideologies and militaristic governments
promising economic revival through expansion.

Impact of the Great Depression

The global economic collapse severely affected democratic governments and
magnified social discontent. In countries like Germany, the economic crisis
undermined faith in democratic institutions and empowered radical parties
that advocated for territorial conquest as a solution to economic woes.

Economic Nationalism and Militarization

In response to economic challenges, many nations adopted protectionist
policies that worsened international relations. Militarization was viewed as
a means to stimulate economies and to secure resources, which increased
competition and hostility among nations.

Resource Scarcity and Expansionism

Japan, in particular, faced resource shortages that motivated its imperialist
ambitions in East Asia. The desire to control raw materials and markets was a
significant economic driver behind Japan’s aggressive actions in China and
Southeast Asia.

Social and Ideological Influences

Social dynamics and ideological beliefs shaped the motivations and actions of
countries leading up to World War II. Concepts such as nationalism, racism,
and the belief in racial superiority were exploited by regimes to justify
expansion and conquest.



Nationalism and Revanchism

National pride and the desire to restore perceived lost glory fueled
aggressive policies. Countries like Germany and Italy sought to overturn the
postwar settlement and reclaim or expand territories.

Ideologies of Fascism and Nazism

Fascism and Nazism promoted authoritarian rule, militarism, and racial
purity, aiming to create dominant, expansionist states. These ideologies
justified the suppression of opposition and the use of violence to achieve
political goals.

Anti-Communism and the Fear of Bolshevism

The spread of communism in the Soviet Union alarmed many European nations.
This fear contributed to alliances and policies aimed at containing
communism, sometimes aligning ideologically diverse countries against a
common perceived threat.

Failures of Diplomacy and International
Relations

Diplomatic efforts to maintain peace during the interwar period were largely
unsuccessful. Misunderstandings, mistrust, and conflicting interests among
nations prevented effective cooperation and allowed aggressive actions to go
unchecked.

Appeasement Policy

Western powers, particularly Britain and France, initially followed a policy
of appeasement, hoping to avoid war by conceding to some of Germany’s
demands. This approach emboldened Hitler to pursue further territorial
expansion without fear of immediate retaliation.

Non-Aggression Pacts and Alliances

The Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact of 1939 shocked the international
community and removed the possibility of a two-front war for Germany. This
agreement facilitated the invasion of Poland and the rapid escalation toward
global conflict.

Diplomatic Isolation of Aggressor States

Efforts to isolate Germany, Italy, and Japan diplomatically were limited and
ultimately ineffective. The failure to build strong, unified opposition
allowed Axis powers to challenge the status quo unimpeded.



Key Events Triggering the Outbreak

Certain pivotal events acted as immediate catalysts for the start of World
War II. These developments transformed long-standing tensions and causes into
active warfare.

Invasion of Manchuria

Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931 marked the beginning of aggressive
military expansion in Asia. This action was condemned but not effectively
countered by the League of Nations, encouraging further Japanese aggression.

German Annexations and Aggressions

Hitler’s annexation of Austria (Anschluss) in 1938 and the subsequent
occupation of the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia further destabilized Europe.
These actions violated international agreements and demonstrated the failure
of appeasement.

Invasion of Poland

The invasion of Poland by Germany on September 1, 1939, is widely recognized
as the immediate cause of World War II. This act prompted Britain and France
to declare war on Germany, marking the official start of the conflict.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary causes of World War II?

The primary causes of World War II included the Treaty of Versailles,
economic instability, the rise of totalitarian regimes, aggressive expansion
by Axis powers, and failures of appeasement.

How did the Treaty of Versailles contribute to the
outbreak of World War II?

The Treaty of Versailles imposed harsh penalties and reparations on Germany,
leading to economic hardship and national resentment, which facilitated the



rise of Adolf Hitler and aggressive German expansion.

What role did economic factors play in causing World
War II?

The Great Depression caused widespread economic instability, unemployment,
and poverty, which created fertile ground for extremist political movements
and increased tensions between nations.

How did the rise of totalitarian regimes lead to
World War II?

Totalitarian leaders like Adolf Hitler in Germany, Benito Mussolini in Italy,
and militarists in Japan pursued aggressive expansionist policies,
disregarding international agreements and provoking conflict.

What was the policy of appeasement and how did it
impact the causes of WWII?

Appeasement was the policy of allowing Axis powers to expand territorially to
avoid conflict. This encouraged further aggression by Germany and Italy,
ultimately failing to prevent the outbreak of war.

Why is the invasion of Poland considered a
significant cause of World War II?

Germany's invasion of Poland in 1939 was the immediate trigger for WWII,
prompting Britain and France to declare war on Germany due to their
commitment to protect Poland's sovereignty.

Additional Resources
1. The Origins of the Second World War by A.J.P. Taylor
This classic work challenges traditional views on the causes of World War II,
arguing that the conflict was not inevitable. Taylor explores the diplomatic
failures and political miscalculations that led to the outbreak of war. The
book provides a critical analysis of the roles played by major powers in the
1930s, making it a valuable resource for understanding the complexities
behind the war's origins.

2. The Road to War: The Origins of World War II by Richard Overy
Richard Overy examines the political, economic, and social factors that
contributed to the outbreak of World War II. The book offers detailed
insights into the rise of fascism, the impact of the Treaty of Versailles,
and the failures of appeasement. It is well-suited for students looking for a
comprehensive overview of the war’s causes.

3. Germany and the Causes of the Second World War by D.C. Watt
This book focuses on Germany’s role in the lead-up to World War II, analyzing
Hitler’s foreign policy and the ambitions of the Nazi regime. Watt discusses
the diplomatic strategies and aggressive moves that destabilized Europe
during the 1930s. It is an essential read for understanding the specific
factors that made Germany a central cause of the conflict.



4. Appeasement and the Road to War by Frank McDonough
McDonough explores the policy of appeasement adopted by Britain and France in
the 1930s, arguing that it ultimately emboldened Nazi Germany. The book
details key events such as the Munich Agreement and the annexation of
Czechoslovakia. It provides context for how diplomatic decisions contributed
to the escalation of tensions leading to WWII.

5. The Treaty of Versailles and Its Consequences by Margaret MacMillan
This book examines the aftermath of World War I and how the Treaty of
Versailles sowed the seeds of resentment and instability. MacMillan discusses
how the treaty’s harsh terms affected Germany and set conditions that fueled
nationalist movements. It offers crucial background on how post-war diplomacy
influenced the outbreak of the next global conflict.

6. Hitler’s Empire: Nazi Rule in Europe by Mark Mazower
While focusing on Nazi Germany’s governance during WWII, this book also
touches on the ideological motivations and expansionist policies that led to
war. Mazower places Nazi aggression in the broader context of European
politics in the 1930s. This work helps readers understand the internal and
external causes tied to Hitler’s ambitions.

7. Japan’s Road to the Pacific War by Akira Iriye
Iriye details the political and military developments in Japan that
contributed to the wider conflict in the Pacific during WWII. The book
explores Japan’s imperial ambitions and conflicts with Western powers, which
were integral to the global escalation of war. It broadens the understanding
of WWII causes beyond Europe.

8. Prelude to War: The Diplomacy of the 1930s by Zara Steiner
Steiner offers a comprehensive look at the international diplomacy of the
1930s, highlighting the failures that led to global conflict. The book covers
the League of Nations, disarmament talks, and key treaties that shaped the
precarious peace. It is ideal for students studying the diplomatic background
to World War II.

9. The Fascist Challenge and the Road to War by Richard J. Evans
This book examines the rise of fascist regimes in Germany, Italy, and Spain,
and their impact on international stability. Evans analyzes how fascism’s
aggressive nationalism and militarism disrupted the post-World War I order.
It provides insight into how ideological conflicts contributed to the causes
of WWII.
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