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Causes of World War II

Causes of World War II:

The causes of World War II are complex and multifaceted, involving a combination of political, economic,
social, and military factors that ultimately led to the outbreak of the deadliest conflict in human history.
Understanding these causes is essential to grasp the events that unfolded during this tumultuous period
and their lasting impact on the world. In this section, we will explore key terms and vocabulary related to
the causes of World War II.

1. Treaty of Versailles:
The Treaty of Versailles was the peace treaty that officially ended World War I. It was signed on June 28,
1919, in Versailles, France, and imposed harsh penalties and restrictions on Germany. The treaty's terms
included significant territorial losses, military disarmament, and reparations payments, which humiliated
Germany and fueled resentment among its population. The Treaty of Versailles is often cited as a key factor
that contributed to the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party in Germany, as they capitalized on nationalist
sentiments and grievances over the treaty's terms.

2. Appeasement:
Appeasement refers to the policy of making concessions to aggressive powers in order to avoid conflict or
maintain peace. In the context of World War II, appeasement primarily refers to the diplomatic strategy
pursued by Western powers, particularly Britain and France, in response to Nazi Germany's expansionist
policies in the 1930s. Rather than confronting Hitler's aggressive actions, such as the reoccupation of the
Rhineland, annexation of Austria, and demands for territorial concessions, Western powers sought to
appease Germany through diplomatic negotiations and concessions. The policy of appeasement is often
criticized for emboldening Hitler and failing to prevent the outbreak of war.

3. Axis Powers:
The Axis Powers were the alliance of countries that opposed the Allied Powers during World War II. The
major Axis Powers included Germany, Italy, and Japan, along with other smaller nations that aligned
themselves with these dominant powers. The Axis Powers sought to expand their territories, promote fascist
ideologies, and challenge the existing world order dominated by the Allied Powers. The Axis Powers played
a central role in precipitating the outbreak of World War II through their aggressive actions and military
campaigns.

4. Nazi-Soviet Pact:
The Nazi-Soviet Pact, also known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, was a non-aggression pact signed
between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union on August 23, 1939. The pact contained a secret protocol that
divided Eastern Europe into spheres of influence, allowing Germany and the Soviet Union to carve up
territories previously held by Poland and other countries. The pact shocked the world and paved the way for
the German invasion of Poland in September 1939, which triggered the beginning of World War II. The
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Nazi-Soviet Pact demonstrated the opportunistic and cynical nature of Nazi Germany and the Soviet
Union's foreign policies.

5. Munich Agreement:
The Munich Agreement was a diplomatic settlement reached in September 1938, which allowed Nazi
Germany to annex the Sudetenland, a German-speaking region of Czechoslovakia. The agreement was
brokered by Britain, France, Germany, and Italy in an attempt to appease Hitler and prevent war. However,
the Munich Agreement ultimately failed to satisfy Hitler's territorial ambitions, as Germany continued its
expansionist policies by occupying the rest of Czechoslovakia and ultimately triggering World War II. The
Munich Agreement is often cited as a symbol of the policy of appeasement and its shortcomings in dealing
with aggressive dictators.

6. Expansionism:
Expansionism refers to the policy or practice of expanding a country's territory, influence, or power through
aggressive means, such as military conquest, colonization, or annexation. During the lead-up to World War
II, several major powers, including Germany, Italy, and Japan, pursued expansionist policies aimed at
acquiring new territories, natural resources, and strategic advantages. These expansionist ambitions clashed
with the interests of other countries and contributed to rising tensions and conflicts that eventually led to
the outbreak of war. Expansionism was a central driving force behind the territorial disputes and conquests
that characterized World War II.

7. Totalitarianism:
Totalitarianism is a political system characterized by centralized control, authoritarian rule, and the
suppression of individual freedoms and opposition. Totalitarian regimes, such as Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy,
and Stalinist Soviet Union, sought to exert total control over every aspect of society, including politics,
economy, culture, and ideology. Totalitarian leaders, such as Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and Joseph
Stalin, used propaganda, censorship, terror, and mass mobilization to maintain power and enforce their
ideologies. Totalitarianism played a significant role in shaping the ideological conflicts and power struggles
that fueled World War II.

8. Anti-Semitism:
Anti-Semitism is a form of prejudice, discrimination, or hostility directed against Jewish people based on
their religion, ethnicity, or culture. Anti-Semitism has a long history in Europe and other parts of the world,
but it reached new heights during the 20th century, culminating in the Holocaust during World War II. Nazi
Germany, under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, implemented a genocidal campaign to exterminate six
million Jews in Europe, along with millions of other victims, in an unprecedented act of systematic mass
murder. Anti-Semitism was a central tenet of Nazi ideology and played a key role in shaping the policies
and atrocities of World War II.

9. Fascism:
Fascism is a far-right political ideology characterized by authoritarianism, nationalism, militarism, and anti-
democratic values. Fascist regimes, such as Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, emerged in Europe during the
interwar period and sought to establish totalitarian states based on dictatorial leadership and the
supremacy of the nation or race. Fascist leaders, such as Hitler and Mussolini, promoted aggressive

Read online: https://learnuni.com/guides/878462/causes-of-world-
war-ii

LearnUNI · 28 Jun 2026



G U I D E

expansionism, racial superiority, and the subjugation of individual rights to the interests of the state.
Fascism played a significant role in shaping the ideological landscape of World War II and driving the
conflict between fascist and democratic powers.

10. Imperialism:
Imperialism is the policy or practice of extending a country's power and influence through colonization,
conquest, or economic domination of other territories. Imperialist powers seek to control resources,
markets, and strategic territories to enhance their wealth, influence, and security. During the late 19th and
early 20th centuries, European powers, such as Britain, France, and Germany, engaged in imperialist
ventures that led to territorial disputes, rivalries, and conflicts around the world. Imperialism was a
contributing factor to the tensions and rivalries that culminated in World War II, as competing empires
clashed over colonial possessions and spheres of influence.

11. Militarism:
Militarism is the belief in or reliance on military power as a central tenet of national policy and identity.
Militaristic societies prioritize the buildup of military forces, weapons, and capabilities to deter potential
adversaries, project power, and achieve strategic objectives. During the interwar period, many countries,
including Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union, embraced militaristic ideologies that glorified war,
conquest, and military strength. Militarism contributed to the arms race, rearmament, and aggressive
policies that escalated tensions and conflicts leading up to World War II. The militarization of societies
played a significant role in shaping the dynamics of the war and its devastating consequences.

12. Economic Depression:
The economic depression of the 1930s was a global crisis that severely impacted the world economy,
leading to widespread unemployment, poverty, and social unrest. The Great Depression, triggered by the
stock market crash of 1929, spread across the world and deepened existing economic hardships. The
economic downturn exacerbated political instability, nationalist sentiments, and protectionist policies that
fueled international tensions and conflict. The economic depression created fertile ground for extremist
ideologies, such as fascism and communism, to gain traction and exploit social discontent. The economic
consequences of the Great Depression played a significant role in shaping the conditions that led to World
War II.

In conclusion, the causes of World War II are rooted in a complex interplay of political, economic, social, and
military factors that shaped the course of history and defined the 20th century. By understanding key terms
and vocabulary related to the causes of World War II, we can gain insight into the underlying forces that
drove nations to war and the consequences of their actions. The legacy of World War II continues to
resonate today, reminding us of the importance of learning from the past to prevent future conflicts and
promote peace and understanding in the world.

**Appeasement:**
Appeasement was a foreign policy strategy employed by Western powers, particularly Britain and France, in
the 1930s towards aggressive nations like Germany and Japan. The policy involved giving in to the demands
of these aggressive powers in the hopes of avoiding conflict and maintaining peace. One of the most
notable examples of appeasement was the Munich Agreement of 1938, where Britain and France allowed
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Germany to annex the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia in exchange for a promise of no further
territorial expansion. However, appeasement ultimately failed to prevent the outbreak of World War II as
aggressive powers continued to push their agendas.

**Axis Powers:**
The Axis Powers were the coalition of countries that fought against the Allies in World War II. The three
main Axis Powers were Germany, Italy, and Japan, with other smaller nations joining the alliance over the
course of the war. The Axis Powers sought to expand their territories and influence through military
conquest and aggression, leading to the outbreak of the war. The Axis Powers were ultimately defeated by
the Allies in 1945.

**Treaty of Versailles:**
The Treaty of Versailles was the peace treaty that officially ended World War I. It was signed in 1919 and
imposed heavy penalties on Germany, including territorial losses, disarmament, and reparations payments.
The harsh terms of the treaty humiliated Germany and fueled resentment among the German population.
Many historians believe that the Treaty of Versailles played a significant role in the rise of Adolf Hitler and
the outbreak of World War II, as it created a sense of injustice and desire for revenge in Germany.

**Rise of Totalitarianism:**
Totalitarianism is a political system in which the government has total control over all aspects of society,
including the economy, culture, and individual freedoms. In the years leading up to World War II, totalitarian
regimes rose to power in countries like Germany, Italy, and Japan. Leaders such as Adolf Hitler, Benito
Mussolini, and Emperor Hirohito implemented oppressive policies that suppressed dissent, promoted
nationalism, and militarized their societies. The rise of totalitarianism contributed to the aggressive actions
and expansionist policies of these countries, ultimately leading to the outbreak of World War II.

**Militarism:**
Militarism is a belief or policy that emphasizes the importance of military power and strength. In the years
leading up to World War II, militarism was a dominant ideology in countries like Germany, Italy, and Japan.
These nations heavily invested in their military capabilities, expanded their armed forces, and pursued
aggressive foreign policies that prioritized conquest and expansion. Militarism played a significant role in
the outbreak of World War II as aggressive powers sought to assert their dominance through military force.

**Fascism:**
Fascism is a far-right authoritarian political ideology that emerged in the early 20th century. Fascist regimes
are characterized by dictatorial power, extreme nationalism, suppression of dissent, and the glorification of
violence and war. Leaders like Adolf Hitler in Germany and Benito Mussolini in Italy implemented fascist
policies that emphasized the supremacy of the state and the subjugation of individual rights. Fascism was a
key ideological factor in the causes of World War II, as fascist states pursued aggressive and expansionist
policies that led to conflict with other nations.

**Nazism:**
Nazism is the ideology and political movement associated with the National Socialist German Workers'
Party (NSDAP) led by Adolf Hitler. Nazism combined elements of fascism, racial superiority, anti-Semitism,
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and militarism. The Nazi regime in Germany implemented discriminatory policies against Jews, Roma,
homosexuals, and other minority groups, leading to widespread persecution and genocide during World
War II. Nazism was a driving force behind the aggressive actions of Germany in the lead-up to the war and
played a central role in the causes of World War II.

**Enabling Act:**
The Enabling Act was a law passed by the German Reichstag in 1933 that gave Adolf Hitler dictatorial
powers. The act allowed Hitler to pass laws without the approval of the Reichstag or the president,
effectively making him the supreme ruler of Germany. The Enabling Act marked a significant step towards
the establishment of a totalitarian regime in Germany and enabled Hitler to consolidate power and
implement his radical policies. The act paved the way for the suppression of political opposition, the
persecution of minorities, and the militarization of German society, all of which contributed to the causes of
World War II.

**Anschluss:**
Anschluss was the annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany in 1938. The term "Anschluss" means "union" in
German, and the annexation was justified by Hitler as a reunion of German-speaking peoples. The Anschluss
was a violation of the Treaty of Versailles and sparked international condemnation, but no significant action
was taken to stop it. The annexation of Austria was a key step in Hitler's expansionist ambitions and further
demonstrated the failure of appeasement policies in preventing aggression in Europe.

**Rhineland Remilitarization:**
The remilitarization of the Rhineland was a violation of the Treaty of Versailles and the Locarno Treaties by
Nazi Germany in 1936. The Rhineland was a demilitarized zone along the German border with France,
established after World War I to prevent future aggression. Hitler's decision to remilitarize the Rhineland
was a bold move that challenged the Western powers and tested their willingness to confront German
expansionism. The remilitarization of the Rhineland marked a significant escalation of tensions in Europe
and further emboldened Hitler in his aggressive policies.

**Non-Aggression Pact:**
A non-aggression pact is an agreement between two or more countries in which they agree not to attack
each other or support any third party that might attack the other signatory. One of the most infamous non-
aggression pacts in history was the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact signed between Nazi Germany and the Soviet
Union in 1939. The pact included a secret protocol that divided Eastern Europe into spheres of influence
between the two countries. The non-aggression pact allowed Hitler to invade Poland without fear of Soviet
intervention and paved the way for the outbreak of World War II.

**Blitzkrieg:**
Blitzkrieg, meaning "lightning war" in German, was a military strategy used by the German armed forces
during World War II. Blitzkrieg tactics involved the rapid and coordinated use of tanks, aircraft, and infantry
to achieve a swift and decisive victory. The goal of Blitzkrieg was to overwhelm enemy defenses and disrupt
their communication and supply lines, leading to a rapid collapse of resistance. Blitzkrieg tactics were
instrumental in the early victories of the German military in Poland, France, and other campaigns during
World War II.
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**Pearl Harbor:**
Pearl Harbor is a U.S. naval base located in Hawaii that was attacked by the Japanese Imperial Navy on
December 7, 1941. The surprise attack on Pearl Harbor destroyed much of the U.S. Pacific Fleet and killed
over 2,400 Americans. The attack prompted the United States to declare war on Japan the following day and
led to its entry into World War II. The attack on Pearl Harbor was a turning point in the war and marked the
beginning of the Pacific Theater of World War II.

**Holocaust:**
The Holocaust was the systematic genocide of six million Jews by the Nazi regime during World War II. The
Holocaust also targeted other minority groups, including Roma, disabled individuals, homosexuals, and
political dissidents. The genocide was carried out through mass shootings, gas chambers, forced labor
camps, and other atrocities. The Holocaust remains one of the darkest chapters in human history and serves
as a stark reminder of the horrors of war and totalitarianism. The Holocaust had a profound impact on the
course of World War II and shaped post-war politics and society.

**D-Day:**
D-Day, or Operation Overlord, was the Allied invasion of Normandy, France on June 6, 1944. The operation
involved the largest amphibious assault in history and marked the beginning of the liberation of Western
Europe from Nazi occupation. D-Day was a pivotal moment in World War II and led to the eventual defeat
of Nazi Germany. The successful invasion of Normandy demonstrated the strength and determination of
the Allied forces and hastened the end of the war in Europe.

**Atomic Bomb:**
The atomic bomb is a powerful weapon that derives its destructive force from nuclear reactions. During
World War II, the United States developed and used atomic bombs against the Japanese cities of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki in August 1945. The bombings resulted in the deaths of over 200,000 people and caused
widespread destruction. The use of atomic bombs marked the first and only time nuclear weapons have
been used in warfare and had a profound impact on the course of the war. The bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki led to Japan's surrender and the end of World War II.

**United Nations:**
The United Nations (UN) is an international organization founded in 1945 to promote peace, security, and
cooperation among nations. The UN replaced the League of Nations, which had failed to prevent the
outbreak of World War II. The UN Charter established principles of international law, human rights, and
collective security to prevent future conflicts. The United Nations plays a key role in maintaining global
peace and stability and has been involved in numerous peacekeeping missions and humanitarian efforts
since its founding.

**Cold War:**
The Cold War was a period of geopolitical tension and competition between the United States and its allies
(the Western Bloc) and the Soviet Union and its allies (the Eastern Bloc) after World War II. The Cold War
was characterized by ideological, political, and military rivalry between the two superpowers and their
respective allies. The Cold War had a significant impact on global politics, technology, and culture and
shaped the post-war world order. The Cold War ended with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991,
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marking the beginning of a new era in international relations.

**Decolonization:**
Decolonization is the process by which colonies gained independence from their colonial rulers. After World
War II, many European powers began to decolonize their empires as a result of changing global dynamics
and anti-colonial movements. Decolonization led to the emergence of new nation-states in Africa, Asia, and
the Middle East and reshaped the geopolitical landscape of the world. Decolonization was a key
consequence of World War II and reflected the broader shifts in power and influence that occurred during
the post-war period.

**Causes of World War II:**

**Appeasement:**
Appeasement was a foreign policy strategy employed by Western powers, particularly Britain and France, in
the 1930s in response to the aggressive expansionist policies of Adolf Hitler's Germany. The policy of
appeasement involved giving in to the demands of an aggressor in order to avoid conflict. The most famous
example of appeasement was the Munich Agreement of 1938, in which Britain and France allowed Germany
to annex the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia in exchange for a promise of peace. However,
appeasement ultimately failed to prevent the outbreak of World War II, as Hitler continued his aggressive
expansionist policies.

**Anschluss:**
Anschluss refers to the annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany in March 1938. The term Anschluss means
"union" in German, and the annexation of Austria was a key step in Hitler's goal of creating a Greater
Germany that included all German-speaking peoples. The Anschluss was a violation of the Treaty of
Versailles, which had forbidden the union of Germany and Austria. The annexation of Austria was met with
little resistance from the international community, which emboldened Hitler to pursue further territorial
expansion.

**Axis Powers:**
The Axis Powers were the coalition of countries that fought against the Allies in World War II. The three
main Axis Powers were Germany, Italy, and Japan, who signed the Tripartite Pact in September 1940,
formalizing their alliance. Other countries, such as Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Finland, also joined the
Axis Powers at various points during the war. The Axis Powers sought to expand their territories and
influence through military conquest, leading to a series of conflicts that culminated in World War II.

**Blitzkrieg:**
Blitzkrieg, which means "lightning war" in German, was a military strategy employed by the German army
during World War II. Blitzkrieg tactics emphasized speed, surprise, and coordinated attacks using tanks,
aircraft, and infantry. The goal of Blitzkrieg was to quickly overwhelm and disorient the enemy, disrupting
their defenses and creating chaos on the battlefield. The German Blitzkrieg tactics were highly effective
during the early stages of World War II, allowing Germany to achieve rapid victories in Poland, France, and
other countries.
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**Diplomatic Failures:**
Diplomatic failures played a significant role in the lead-up to World War II. The failure of the League of
Nations to prevent aggression by Japan, Italy, and Germany undermined the credibility of international
diplomacy and collective security. The policy of appeasement, in which Western powers sought to avoid
conflict by making concessions to aggressors, only served to embolden dictators like Hitler and Mussolini.
Diplomatic failures also included the failure to address the grievances of countries like Germany, which felt
unfairly treated by the Treaty of Versailles and sought to revise its terms through force.

**Fascism:**
Fascism is a political ideology characterized by authoritarianism, nationalism, and militarism. Fascist regimes,
such as those in Italy under Benito Mussolini and Germany under Adolf Hitler, sought to create strong,
centralized states led by a single leader. Fascist ideologies promoted the supremacy of the nation or race,
often through aggressive expansionist policies and the suppression of dissent. The rise of fascism in Europe
in the 1920s and 1930s contributed to the tensions that led to World War II.

**Isolationism:**
Isolationism is a foreign policy strategy in which a country seeks to avoid involvement in foreign conflicts
and focuses on its own domestic concerns. In the lead-up to World War II, the United States adopted a
policy of isolationism, which was reflected in laws like the Neutrality Acts that sought to prevent the country
from being drawn into another European war. Isolationism was also prevalent in countries like Britain and
France, which were reluctant to intervene in the early stages of Hitler's aggression. However, the policy of
isolationism ultimately proved unsustainable in the face of growing threats to international peace and
security.

**Munich Agreement:**
The Munich Agreement was a treaty signed in September 1938 by Britain, France, Germany, and Italy, which
allowed Germany to annex the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia. The agreement was a prime example
of the policy of appeasement, as Western powers sought to avoid conflict by giving in to Hitler's demands.
The Munich Agreement was widely criticized at the time and has since been seen as a symbol of the failure
of appeasement to prevent the outbreak of World War II. The signing of the Munich Agreement was a
turning point in the lead-up to the war, as it emboldened Hitler to pursue further territorial expansion.

**Non-Aggression Pact:**
The Non-Aggression Pact, also known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, was a treaty signed in August 1939
between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. The pact included a non-aggression agreement and a secret
protocol dividing Eastern Europe into spheres of influence between the two countries. The Non-Aggression
Pact shocked the international community, as it brought together two ideologically opposed regimes in a
temporary alliance. The pact enabled Germany to invade Poland without fear of Soviet intervention, leading
to the outbreak of World War II.

**Propaganda:**
Propaganda played a crucial role in shaping public opinion and mobilizing support for World War II.
Governments and political parties used propaganda to promote their ideologies, demonize their enemies,
and rally their populations behind the war effort. Propaganda took many forms, including posters, films,
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radio broadcasts, and newspapers. Nazi Germany, in particular, was known for its extensive use of
propaganda to promote the superiority of the Aryan race and justify its aggressive policies. Propaganda was
a powerful tool in shaping public attitudes and perceptions during World War II.

**Totalitarianism:**
Totalitarianism is a political system in which the state seeks to control every aspect of public and private life.
Totalitarian regimes, such as those in Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, sought to eliminate dissent,
suppress individual freedoms, and centralize power in the hands of a single leader or ruling party.
Totalitarianism was a defining feature of the Axis Powers during World War II, as dictators like Hitler and
Stalin sought to exert absolute control over their societies. The rise of totalitarianism in Europe contributed
to the tensions that led to the outbreak of World War II.

**Treaty of Versailles:**
The Treaty of Versailles was the peace treaty that officially ended World War I in 1919. The treaty imposed
harsh penalties on Germany, including territorial losses, disarmament, and reparations payments. The Treaty
of Versailles was widely criticized for its punitive terms, which many Germans saw as unjust and humiliating.
The treaty also failed to address the underlying causes of World War I, leading to unresolved territorial
disputes and grievances that would later contribute to the outbreak of World War II. The Treaty of Versailles
is often cited as a key factor in the lead-up to World War II.

**Tripartite Pact:**
The Tripartite Pact, also known as the Berlin-Rome-Tokyo Axis, was a military alliance signed in September
1940 between Germany, Italy, and Japan. The pact formalized the alliance between the three Axis Powers
and outlined their commitment to mutual defense and cooperation. The Tripartite Pact was a response to
growing tensions with the Allied Powers and sought to coordinate the military efforts of Germany, Italy, and
Japan in their quest for territorial expansion. The alliance formed by the Tripartite Pact was a key factor in
the escalation of World War II.

**World War II:**
World War II was a global conflict that lasted from 1939 to 1945 and involved most of the world's nations.
The war began with the invasion of Poland by Germany in September 1939 and quickly spread to other
countries in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Pacific. World War II was characterized by mass mobilization, total
war, and unprecedented levels of destruction and suffering. The war ended with the defeat of the Axis
Powers and the establishment of the United Nations as a means of preventing future conflicts. World War II
had far-reaching consequences for the course of history and the shape of the post-war world.

The Treaty of Versailles, signed in 1919 at the end of World War I, imposed harsh terms on Germany,
including territorial losses, disarmament, and reparations. This treaty sowed the seeds for future conflicts, as
it left Germany feeling humiliated and resentful, while other countries felt it did not go far enough to
prevent Germany from becoming a threat again. These sentiments contributed to the rise of Adolf Hitler
and the Nazi Party in Germany.

Hitler's foreign policy goals included overturning the Treaty of Versailles, expanding German territory, and
establishing German dominance in Europe. He pursued these goals through a combination of diplomacy,
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intimidation, and military force. One key aspect of Hitler's foreign policy was the reoccupation of the
Rhineland in 1936, which violated the Treaty of Versailles but was met with little resistance from France and
Britain. This lack of response encouraged Hitler to continue his aggressive expansionist policies.

Another key factor leading to World War II was the policy of appeasement pursued by Britain and France
towards Hitler in the 1930s. In an effort to avoid another devastating war, Western powers sought to
appease Hitler by allowing him to annex Austria and the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. However, this
policy only emboldened Hitler, who saw it as a sign of weakness and continued his aggression.

The signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact between Germany and the Soviet Union in 1939 was another
significant event leading to World War II. This non-aggression pact included a secret protocol dividing
Eastern Europe into spheres of influence between the two countries. The pact allowed Hitler to invade
Poland without fear of Soviet intervention, leading to the outbreak of World War II in September 1939.

The invasion of Poland by Germany in September 1939 marked the beginning of World War II. In response
to the invasion, Britain and France declared war on Germany, triggering a global conflict that would last for
six years and result in millions of deaths. The invasion of Poland demonstrated Hitler's willingness to use
military force to achieve his goals and set the stage for further aggression in Europe.

The concept of "blitzkrieg," or lightning war, was a key military strategy employed by the Germans during
World War II. Blitzkrieg tactics involved the use of fast-moving armored units supported by airpower to
quickly penetrate enemy defenses and encircle opposing forces. This strategy allowed the Germans to
achieve swift victories in Poland, France, and other countries early in the war.

The Battle of Britain, fought in the skies over England in 1940, was a crucial turning point in the early stages
of World War II. The German Luftwaffe sought to achieve air superiority over Britain in preparation for a
possible invasion, but the Royal Air Force successfully defended the country against the German air attacks.
The Battle of Britain demonstrated the importance of air power in modern warfare and the resilience of the
British people in the face of adversity.

The invasion of the Soviet Union by Germany in June 1941, known as Operation Barbarossa, was another
significant event in World War II. Hitler's decision to invade the Soviet Union marked a turning point in the
war, as it brought the two largest military powers in Europe into direct conflict. The brutal nature of the
fighting on the Eastern Front, with millions of casualties on both sides, would have a lasting impact on the
course of the war.

The attack on Pearl Harbor by Japan on December 7, 1941, brought the United States into World War II. The
surprise attack on the U.S. naval base in Hawaii led to America's entry into the war against Japan and its
allies, including Germany and Italy. The attack on Pearl Harbor galvanized American public opinion and
united the country behind the war effort.

The Allied powers, including the United States, Britain, the Soviet Union, and others, worked together to
defeat the Axis powers during World War II. The Allies coordinated their military efforts, intelligence
gathering, and resources to achieve victory over their common enemies. The alliance between the Western
democracies and the Soviet Union, despite their ideological differences, was crucial to the ultimate defeat of
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the Axis powers.

The Holocaust, the systematic genocide of six million Jews by the Nazis during World War II, was one of the
most horrific crimes in human history. The Nazis, under Hitler's orders, implemented a policy of
extermination aimed at wiping out the Jewish population of Europe. The Holocaust has had a profound
impact on global history and continues to serve as a reminder of the dangers of intolerance and hatred.

In conclusion, the causes of World War II were complex and multifaceted, involving a combination of
political, economic, and social factors. The aggressive expansionist policies of Germany under Hitler, the
policy of appeasement by Western powers, the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, and the military
strategies employed during the war all played a role in shaping the course of the conflict. The war had far-
reaching consequences for the world, leading to the deaths of millions of people and reshaping the
geopolitical landscape for decades to come.

**Nazi Germany's Expansionist Policies**

One of the key factors leading to World War II was Nazi Germany's expansionist policies under the
leadership of Adolf Hitler. After coming to power in 1933, Hitler quickly set about overturning the
restrictions placed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles, which had ended World War I. He began
rebuilding the German military and sought to expand Germany's territory through aggressive means.

One of Hitler's primary goals was to unite all German-speaking people under one nation, which led to the
annexation of Austria in 1938 in an event known as the Anschluss. This move was met with little resistance
from the international community, emboldening Hitler to pursue further territorial expansion.

**Appeasement**

One of the key diplomatic strategies employed by Western powers in response to Hitler's aggression was
appeasement. This policy, particularly associated with British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, involved
giving in to Hitler's demands in the hopes of avoiding war. The Munich Agreement of 1938, in which Britain
and France allowed Germany to annex the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia, is a prime example of
appeasement in action.

While appeasement may have temporarily avoided conflict, it ultimately emboldened Hitler and allowed
him to continue his aggressive expansionist policies. This policy of appeasement is often criticized for
enabling Hitler to build up his military strength and solidify his control over Europe.

**Non-Aggression Pact**

In a surprising turn of events, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, two ideologically opposed powers,
signed a non-aggression pact in August 1939. The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, named after the foreign
ministers of each country, contained a secret protocol that divided Eastern Europe into spheres of influence
between the two powers.

This pact shocked the international community and paved the way for Hitler's invasion of Poland in
September 1939. The non-aggression pact allowed Hitler to avoid a two-front war by ensuring that the
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Soviet Union would not interfere with his plans to expand into Eastern Europe.

**Invasion of Poland**

The invasion of Poland in September 1939 marked the beginning of World War II. In a coordinated attack,
Nazi Germany invaded Poland from the west, while the Soviet Union invaded from the east as per the terms
of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. The rapid defeat of Poland highlighted the effectiveness of Germany's
Blitzkrieg tactics, which combined air power, fast-moving armored units, and infantry to overwhelm the
enemy.

The invasion of Poland drew Britain and France into the war, as they had guaranteed Poland's independence
in the event of an attack. This marked the beginning of a global conflict that would last for six years and
involve most of the world's nations.

**Axis Powers**

Following the invasion of Poland, a series of alliances were formed that would shape the course of World
War II. Nazi Germany, Italy under Benito Mussolini, and Japan under Emperor Hirohito came together to
form the Axis Powers. These nations shared an aggressive expansionist ideology and sought to dominate
their respective regions through military force.

The Axis Powers quickly expanded their control over Europe, Africa, and Asia through a series of military
campaigns and occupations. The alliance between Germany, Italy, and Japan posed a significant threat to
the Allied Powers and set the stage for a protracted conflict that would test the resolve of nations around
the world.

**Allied Powers**

In response to the growing threat posed by the Axis Powers, a coalition of nations known as the Allied
Powers emerged. Led by Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and eventually the United States, the Allied
Powers sought to resist the territorial ambitions of the Axis Powers and restore peace and stability to the
world.

The Allied Powers faced significant challenges in coordinating their efforts and overcoming the military
might of the Axis Powers. However, through a combination of military strategy, technological innovation,
and industrial production, the Allies were able to turn the tide of the war in their favor and ultimately
emerge victorious.

**The Holocaust**

One of the most horrific aspects of World War II was the Holocaust, the systematic genocide of six million
Jews by the Nazi regime. Under Hitler's leadership, the Nazis implemented a policy of mass extermination
aimed at eliminating the Jewish population of Europe. This genocide, known as the Final Solution, involved
the use of concentration camps, gas chambers, and other forms of mass murder to carry out Hitler's
genocidal vision.

Read online: https://learnuni.com/guides/878462/causes-of-world-
war-ii

LearnUNI · 28 Jun 2026



G U I D E

The Holocaust remains one of the darkest chapters in human history and serves as a stark reminder of the
consequences of unchecked hatred and prejudice. The Allied Powers eventually liberated the concentration
camps and brought the perpetrators of the Holocaust to justice in the Nuremberg Trials, but the scars of
this tragedy continue to resonate to this day.

**Pacific Theater**

While much of the focus of World War II is on the conflict in Europe, the war also raged in the Pacific
Theater between Japan and the Allied Powers. The Japanese Empire sought to expand its influence in East
Asia and the Pacific through a series of military campaigns that culminated in the attack on Pearl Harbor in
December 1941.

The Pacific Theater was characterized by intense naval battles, island-hopping campaigns, and brutal jungle
warfare. The Allied Powers, led by the United States, eventually turned the tide against Japan through a
combination of naval superiority, air power, and amphibious assaults. The Pacific Theater would see some of
the bloodiest battles of the war, including Iwo Jima, Okinawa, and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki.

**D-Day and the Liberation of Europe**

One of the turning points of World War II in Europe was the Allied invasion of Normandy, known as D-Day,
on June 6, 1944. This massive amphibious assault involved thousands of troops landing on the beaches of
Normandy in a coordinated effort to establish a beachhead and begin the liberation of Western Europe
from Nazi occupation.

D-Day was a pivotal moment in the war and marked the beginning of the end for Nazi Germany. The
successful invasion of Normandy allowed the Allies to push inland and eventually liberate France, Belgium,
and the Netherlands from German control. The liberation of Europe culminated in the unconditional
surrender of Nazi Germany in May 1945, bringing an end to the war in Europe.

**Atomic Bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki**

In August 1945, the United States dropped two atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, leading to the end of World War II in the Pacific Theater. The bombings, which killed hundreds of
thousands of civilians and caused widespread destruction, remain one of the most controversial acts of
warfare in history.

The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki highlighted the destructive power of nuclear weapons
and ushered in the atomic age. The bombings also raised profound ethical questions about the use of such
weapons and the impact of their long-term consequences on the world.

**Legacy of World War II**

The legacy of World War II continues to shape the world to this day. The war resulted in the deaths of over
60 million people and left countless others displaced, injured, and traumatized. The post-war period saw the
emergence of the United Nations, the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, and the

Read online: https://learnuni.com/guides/878462/causes-of-world-
war-ii

LearnUNI · 28 Jun 2026



G U I D E

decolonization of many nations around the world.

World War II also had a profound impact on technology, society, and culture. The war spurred innovation in
fields such as aviation, medicine, and communications, leading to advancements that continue to benefit
humanity today. The memory of World War II serves as a reminder of the horrors of war and the importance
of working together to prevent such a global conflict from happening again.

### Munich Agreement

The Munich Agreement was a settlement reached in September 1938 between Germany, Britain, France, and
Italy that allowed Germany to annex the Sudetenland, a region of Czechoslovakia with a large ethnic
German population. The agreement was seen as a policy of appeasement towards Germany, with British
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain famously declaring it brought "peace for our time." However, the
Munich Agreement ultimately failed to prevent World War II as Hitler continued his aggressive expansionist
policies.

### Anschluss

Anschluss refers to the annexation of Austria into Nazi Germany in March 1938. This move violated the
Treaty of Versailles and was another step in Hitler's goal of creating a Greater Germany. The Anschluss was
met with little resistance from the international community, setting a dangerous precedent for further
German expansion.

### Non-Aggression Pact

The Non-Aggression Pact, also known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, was a treaty signed in August 1939
between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. The pact included a secret protocol dividing Eastern Europe
into spheres of influence, paving the way for the joint invasion of Poland and the outbreak of World War II.
The Non-Aggression Pact shocked the world as it brought together two ideologically opposed powers in a
temporary alliance.

### Blitzkrieg

Blitzkrieg, meaning "lightning war" in German, was a military strategy employed by the Germans during
World War II. It involved the rapid and coordinated use of tanks, aircraft, and infantry to create shock and
confusion among enemy forces. Blitzkrieg tactics were highly effective in the early stages of the war,
allowing Germany to achieve rapid victories in Poland, France, and other countries.

### Battle of Britain

The Battle of Britain was a major air campaign fought between the Royal Air Force (RAF) of Britain and the
Luftwaffe of Germany in 1940. The battle was a crucial turning point in the war as the RAF successfully
defended Britain against German air attacks, preventing a German invasion. The resilience of the RAF during
the Battle of Britain boosted British morale and demonstrated the importance of air superiority in modern
warfare.
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### Operation Barbarossa

Operation Barbarossa was the code name for the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941. The
largest military operation in history, Barbarossa aimed to conquer Soviet territory and eliminate the Soviet
Union as a political and military power. Despite initial successes, Operation Barbarossa ultimately failed due
to harsh winter conditions, Soviet resistance, and strategic errors by the German high command.

### Pearl Harbor

Pearl Harbor was a surprise military strike by the Imperial Japanese Navy against the United States naval
base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941. The attack led to the United States' entry into World
War II and marked a turning point in the conflict. The Japanese hoped to cripple the U.S. Pacific Fleet and
prevent American intervention in the war in the Pacific, but instead, the attack galvanized American support
for the war effort.

### D-Day

D-Day, or Operation Overlord, was the Allied invasion of Normandy on June 6, 1944. It was the largest
amphibious assault in history and marked the beginning of the end for Nazi Germany. The successful
landings on D-Day allowed the Allies to establish a foothold in Western Europe and eventually liberate
France from German occupation. D-Day was a significant turning point in the war and paved the way for the
Allied victory in Europe.

### Manhattan Project

The Manhattan Project was a research and development program during World War II that produced the
first nuclear weapons. Led by the United States with support from the United Kingdom and Canada, the
Manhattan Project culminated in the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. The use of
atomic bombs on Japan hastened the end of the war but also raised ethical and moral questions about the
use of nuclear weapons.

### Yalta Conference

The Yalta Conference was a meeting in February 1945 between the leaders of the United States, the Soviet
Union, and Great Britain to discuss the post-war reorganization of Europe. At Yalta, Franklin D. Roosevelt,
Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin agreed on the division of Germany, the establishment of the United
Nations, and Soviet entry into the war against Japan. The conference set the stage for the Cold War and
shaped the geopolitical landscape of the post-war world.

### Nuremberg Trials

The Nuremberg Trials were a series of military tribunals held after World War II to prosecute major Nazi war
criminals. The trials took place in Nuremberg, Germany, between 1945 and 1946 and established the
principle that individuals could be held accountable for war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide.
The Nuremberg Trials set a precedent for international justice and influenced the development of modern
international humanitarian law.
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### Hirohito

Hirohito was the Emperor of Japan from 1926 until his death in 1989. As Emperor during World War II,
Hirohito played a symbolic role in Japanese militarism and expansionism. After Japan's surrender in 1945,
Hirohito renounced his divine status and cooperated with the Allied occupation of Japan. Hirohito's post-
war reign focused on rebuilding Japan as a democratic and pacifist nation.

### Vichy France

Vichy France was the puppet government established in unoccupied France during World War II after the
German invasion and occupation of Paris in 1940. Led by Marshal Philippe Pétain, the Vichy regime
collaborated with Nazi Germany and implemented authoritarian policies, including anti-Semitic laws and
the deportation of Jews. Vichy France symbolized the division and collaboration that characterized the
French experience during the war.

### Holocaust

The Holocaust was the systematic genocide of six million Jews by the Nazis during World War II. The
Holocaust also targeted other groups, including Roma, disabled individuals, and political dissidents. The
atrocities of the Holocaust, including mass murder, forced labor, and concentration camps, remain one of
the darkest chapters in human history. Remembering the Holocaust is essential to prevent such atrocities
from happening again.

### Kamikaze

Kamikaze were Japanese suicide pilots who carried out suicide attacks against Allied ships during World War
II. Kamikaze attacks were a desperate and fanatical tactic employed by Japan in the final stages of the war.
The kamikaze pilots were willing to sacrifice their lives for their country and their emperor, embodying the
extreme militarism and nationalism of wartime Japan.

### Cold War

The Cold War was a period of geopolitical tension between the United States and its Western allies and the
Soviet Union and its Eastern bloc allies after World War II. The Cold War was characterized by ideological,
political, and military rivalry between the two superpowers, leading to proxy wars, nuclear arms race, and
the division of Europe. The Cold War lasted until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, shaping world
politics for decades.

### Hiroshima and Nagasaki

Hiroshima and Nagasaki were the Japanese cities bombed by atomic weapons by the United States in
August 1945 near the end of World War II. The bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki killed over 200,000
people and devastated the cities, marking the first and only use of nuclear weapons in warfare. The
bombings led to Japan's surrender and the end of World War II but also raised ethical debates about the
use of atomic weapons.
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### United Nations

The United Nations (UN) is an international organization founded in 1945 to promote peace, security, and
cooperation among member states. The UN replaced the ineffective League of Nations and has played a
central role in maintaining international peace and security, promoting human rights, and providing
humanitarian assistance. The UN's diverse agencies and programs work to address global challenges,
including conflict resolution, development, and environmental protection.

### Marshall Plan

The Marshall Plan was a U.S. initiative launched in 1948 to aid Western Europe in post-war reconstruction
and prevent the spread of communism. Named after Secretary of State George Marshall, the plan provided
economic assistance to war-torn countries, fostering economic recovery, stability, and democratic
governance. The Marshall Plan was instrumental in the rebuilding of Europe and strengthening transatlantic
relations after World War II.

### Iron Curtain

The Iron Curtain was a term coined by Winston Churchill to describe the division of Europe between the
Western democracies and the Soviet bloc during the Cold War. The Iron Curtain symbolized the ideological
and physical separation between East and West, with communist countries in Eastern Europe falling under
Soviet influence. The Iron Curtain created a divided Europe and marked the beginning of the Cold War era.

### Berlin Airlift

The Berlin Airlift was a massive Allied operation in 1948-1949 to deliver food, fuel, and supplies to West
Berlin after the Soviet Union blockaded the city. The airlift was a response to Soviet attempts to isolate West
Berlin and demonstrated the determination of the Western powers to defend the city's freedom and
democracy. The Berlin Airlift was a significant Cold War event that showcased the resolve of the Allies
against Soviet aggression.

### Korean War

The Korean War was a conflict fought from 1950 to 1953 between North Korea, supported by China and the
Soviet Union, and South Korea, backed by the United Nations and the United States. The Korean War was a
proxy war of the Cold War and ended in a stalemate with the division of Korea along the 38th parallel. The
war had lasting consequences, including the continued division of Korea and heightened tensions in East
Asia.

### NATO

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is a military alliance established in 1949 to counter Soviet
aggression and promote collective security among Western democracies. NATO's founding members
pledged mutual defense and cooperation in the event of an attack on any member state. NATO played a
key role in deterring Soviet expansion during the Cold War and continues to safeguard the security of its
members in the post-Cold War era.
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### Warsaw Pact

The Warsaw Pact was a military alliance formed in 1955 by the Soviet Union and its Eastern bloc allies in
response to the creation of NATO. The Warsaw Pact aimed to counter the perceived threat of Western
aggression and maintain Soviet influence in Eastern Europe. The alliance dissolved in 1991 with the end of
the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, marking the end of the bipolar division of Europe.

### Cuban Missile Crisis

The Cuban Missile Crisis was a 13-day confrontation in October 1962 between the United States and the
Soviet Union over the presence of Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba. The crisis brought the world to the brink
of nuclear war and was resolved through diplomatic negotiations, with both sides agreeing to remove their
missiles from Cuba and Turkey. The Cuban Missile Crisis highlighted the dangers of nuclear brinkmanship
and the need for strategic arms control.

### Vietnam War

The Vietnam War was a protracted conflict fought from 1955 to 1975 between communist forces in North
Vietnam and the government of South Vietnam, supported by the United States and its allies. The war was a
proxy conflict of the Cold War and ended in the reunification of Vietnam under communist rule. The
Vietnam War had profound political, social, and cultural impacts on the United States and Vietnam and
remains a divisive chapter in both countries' histories.

### Detente

Detente was a period of relaxation of tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union during the
1970s. Detente was characterized by diplomatic dialogue, arms control agreements, and cultural exchanges
aimed at reducing the risk of nuclear war and promoting cooperation between the superpowers. Detente
led to significant breakthroughs, including the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) and the Helsinki
Accords, but ultimately gave way to renewed Cold War tensions in the late 1970s.

### Solidarity

Solidarity was a Polish trade union and social movement founded in 1980 that played a key role in the
collapse of communism in Eastern Europe. Led by Lech Walesa, Solidarity advocated for workers' rights,
political reform, and social justice in communist Poland. Solidarity's mass protests and strikes challenged the
authority of the ruling regime and inspired similar movements across the Soviet bloc. Solidarity's success in
negotiating with the government paved the way for democratic reforms and the eventual end of communist
rule in Poland.

### Perestroika

Perestroika, meaning "restructuring" in Russian, was a series of economic and political reforms initiated by
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev in the mid-1980s. Perestroika aimed to modernize the Soviet economy,
promote openness (glasnost), and increase political participation. However, Perestroika inadvertently led to
the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the end of communist rule in Eastern Europe. Perestroika marked a
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turning point in world history and paved the way for the end of the Cold War.

### Fall of the Berlin Wall

The fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989, symbolized the end of the Cold War and the reunification
of Germany. The wall, which divided East and West Berlin since 1961, was a physical and ideological barrier
between communist and capitalist Europe. The fall of the Berlin Wall marked the collapse of the Iron Curtain
and the beginning of a new era of freedom, democracy, and unity in Europe.
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