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What You Will Learn…

The rise of aggressive totalitar-
ian governments led to the start
of World War II.

The Big Idea

 1. During the 1930s, totalitarian
governments rose to power
in Europe and Japan.

 2. German expansion led to
the start of World War II in
Europe in 1939.

 3. The United States joined the
war after Japan attacked
Pearl Harbor in 1941.

Main Ideas

The year is 1933 and your family is struggling through the Great 

Depression along with millions of others. Sometimes your parents 

wonder if they should have left Italy to come to the United States. 

But conditions in Italy are far from ideal. A dictator rules the 

country, and the people have little personal freedom. 

What would you say to your parents?

BUILDING BACKGROUND The devastating effects of the Great
Depression reached well beyond the United States. In Europe,
war debt and the huge costs of rebuilding after World War I made
economic recovery even more difficult.

The Rise of Totalitarianism
Desperate to end the hard times, many people were willing to give up
their individual rights to leaders who promised to deliver prosperity
and national glory. As a result, in the 1920s and 1930s, several Euro-
pean countries moved toward totalitarianismtotalitarianism, a political system in, a political system in
which the government controls every aspect ofwhich the government controls every aspect of citizencitizenss’’ lives. lives.

Italy
In the years after World War I, the people of Italy suffered through
economic depression, unemployment, strikes, and riots. Many Italians
looked for a strong leader who could bring stability to the country.
They found such a leader in Benito Mussolini, who gained complete
control of Italy in 1922. Mussolini’s rule was based on fascismfascism,,
a political system in which thea political system in which the ““statestate ”—”—or governmentor government ——is seenis seen
as more important than individuals.as more important than individuals. Fascist systems are typically
militaristic and headed by a strong leader.

Mussolini restored order to Italy and improved the economy
through public works projects. But the fascist government violently
crushed all opposition, destroying basic individual rights such
as freedom of speech. In 1935 Mussolini tried to expand Italy’s
territory by attacking the nation of Ethiopia, making it a colony.
Haile Selassie, Ethiopia’s overthrown emperor, warned the world,
“It is us today. It will be you tomorrow.”

If YOU were there...
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The War Begins

As you read, take
notes on the countries

in which totalitarian governments
gained power before World War II.
Use a graphic organizer like the
one below.

Totalitarianism before WW II

Country Leader



Germany
Germany was also suffering the effects of the
global depression. In addition, many Germans
were furious about the Treaty of Versailles,
which forced Germany to make crippling re-
paration payments for its role in World War I.
Politician and World War I veteran Adolf Hitler
took advantage of public anger to gain power.
A fi ery speaker, he inspired huge audiences by
vowing to restore Germany to prosperity and a
position of international power.

Hitler also offered Germans a scapegoat,
or someone to blame for their problems.
He accused intellectuals, Communists, and
especially Jews of causing Germany’s defeat
in World War I and its economic problems
after the war. Only by ridding itself of Jews,
Hitler declared, would Germany again rise to
greatness. Hitler ’s National Socialist Party, orHitler ’s National Socialist Party, or
NazisNazis,,gained a large following. Hitler becamegained a large following. Hitler became
chancellor in 1933 and quickly seized allchancellor in 1933 and quickly seized all
government power.government power.

The Soviet Union
Hitler spoke with fury of his hatred of
communism. But he had something in
common with the Communist ruler of the

Soviet Union—both ruled as ruthless dictators.
By 1928 Joseph Stalin had become dictator of
the Soviet Union. In the 1930s Stalin terrorized
those he saw as political enemies, killing or
imprisoning millions of Soviet citizens. As one
Soviet artist put it, “There isn’t a single thinking
adult in this country who hasn’t thought that
he might get shot.”

Japan
Though Japan never had one single dictator,
a group of military leaders slowly gained
complete control over the government during
the early 1900s. By the early 1930s this group
had more infl uence than the Japanese emperor.
The military leaders wanted to build a large
Japanese empire in East Asia. In 1931 Japan
invaded and conquered a region in northern
China and called it Manchukuo. From 1937 to
1938, at least 360,000 Chinese were killed by
the invading Japanese in the fall of Nanjing.
The United States protested the invasion.
Fearful of another world war, however, most
Americans opposed using force to help China.

READING CHECK  Comparing and Contrasting
What did the leaders of totalitarian governments
have in common?
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Hitler gained much of his power
through the use of propaganda.
Films and photographs like the
one shown here showed Hitler
and the Nazi party as the best
leaders for Germany. The propa-
ganda often ignored or lied about
aspects Hitler wanted hidden
from the public.

How did propaganda help
Hitler rise to power?

The Third Reich



Germany Expands
Hitler dreamed of avenging Germany’s defeat
in World War I. “The lost land will never be
won back by solemn appeals to God,” he
told Germans, “nor by hopes in any League
of Nations, but only by force of arms.”
Hitler wanted to build an empire, uniting
all German-speaking people in Europe. He
also wanted “living space” for the growing
German population.

In violation of the Treaty of Versailles, Hitler
began to rebuild the German military. In 1936
Nazi troops invaded the Rhineland, a former
German territory lost during World War I. ThatThat
year he also signed an alliance with Mussolini,year he also signed an alliance with Mussolini,
forming theforming the Axis PowersAxis Powers.. Japan later joinedJapan later joined
this pact.this pact. In 1938 Hitler forced Austria to unite
with Germany. Then he demanded control of
the Sudetenland, a region in Czechoslovakia
where many Germans lived. When the Czechs
refused, Hitler threatened war.

Appeasement Fails
Czech leaders looked to their allies in France
and Great Britain for help. But neither country
wanted to be pulled into an armed confl ict.
British prime minister Neville Chamberlain
organized a meeting with Hitler to work out
a peaceful solution. At the 1938 Munich
Conference, Germany was given control over
the Sudetenland in return for a promise not to
demand more land. This approach was known
as appeasementappeasement —a policy of avoiding war—a policy of avoiding war
with an aggressive nation by giving in to itswith an aggressive nation by giving in to its
demands.demands. British admiral Winston Churchill
was convinced that this strategy would not
stop Hitler. “The government had to choose
between shame and war,” Churchill warned.
“They have chosen shame. They will get war.”

Churchill was right. In March 1939, Ger-
man troops seized the rest of Czechoslovakia
and began demanding territory from Poland.
Great Britain and France pledged to defend
Poland if Hitler attacked. To keep the Soviets out
of the confl ict, Hitler signed a nonaggression
pact with Joseph Stalin in August 1939. In

addition to promising not to attack each
other, the two countries secretly agreed to
divide Poland between them.

On September 1, 1939, Hitler’s troops and
tanks rushed into Poland. This was the start
of World War II. Two days later, Britain andBritain and
France, known as theFrance, known as the Allied PowersAllied Powers,, declared
war on Germany. Neville Chamberlain spoke
bitterly of the failure of appeasement, saying,
“Everything that I believed in during my
public life has crashed into ruins.”

Hitler Moves West
The Allied Powers had little time to organize
their forces to protect Poland. Using a
strategy called blitzkrieg, or “lightning war,”
German tanks and airplanes broke through
Polish defenses. As German forces drove into
Poland from the west, the Soviets attacked
from the east. Within a month, the two
powers had taken control of Poland.

With Poland secure, Hitler turned toward
western Europe. In the spring of 1940, Ger-
many quickly conquered Denmark, Norway,
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Nazi planes bombed London from
September 1940 to May 1941. During that
time, residents of London sought shelter
wherever they could, including subway
stations. Here, a relief effort passes out food
to Londoners who have lost their homes.
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Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands.
German troops then invaded France, trapping
hundreds of thousands of Belgian, British,
and French soldiers in the French port city of
Dunkirk. British ships raced to Dunkirk and
carried the soldiers across the English Channel
to safety in Britain.

German forces, meanwhile, continued
their march through France. As the Germans
approached the French capital of Paris, Italy
declared war on the Allied powers. France
surrendered to Germany on June 22, 1940.
Many of the French soldiers who had escaped
at Dunkirk, however, continued to resist
Germany’s occupation of France. In London,
French general Charles de Gaulle organized
a “Free French” army to fi ght alongside the
Allies. “France has lost a battle,” de Gaulle
declared. “But France has not lost the war!”

The Battle of Britain
Great Britain now stood alone against Hitler’s
war machine. “The fi nal German victory over

England is now only a question of time,”
said German general Alfred Jodl. Hitler
prepared to invade Britain. To safely move
troops and equipment across the English
Channel, Germany fi rst had to defeat the
British Royal Air Force (RAF). In July 1940
the Luftwaffe, or German air force, began
attacking British planes and airfi elds in what
became known as the Battle of Britain.

In August Hitler ordered the Luftwaffe
to begin bombing British cities in the hope
of crushing British morale. But Winston
Churchill, the new prime minister, refused
to give in. “We shall fi ght on the beaches,”
he vowed. “We shall fi ght in the fi elds and
in the streets, we shall never surrender.”
Using the new technology of radar, the RAF
was able to detect and destroy some 2,300 of
the Luftwaffe’s aircraft. Hitler canceled the
invasion of Britain.

READING CHECK  Sequencing What event
sparked World War II?
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World War II in Europe, 1939–1941
Interactive Map

1.  Place Which countries shown on the map
remained neutral during World War II?

2.  Human-Environment Interaction What
major British city was affected by the
Battle of Britain?

 INTERPRETING MAPS
GEOGRAPHY

SKILLS



✴ 

The United States Joins
the War
Most Americans opposed Hitler’s actions,
but they did not want to join the war. When
President Franklin Roosevelt ran for reelection
in 1940, he told voters that “your boys are
not going to be sent into any foreign wars.”
Privately, however, Roosevelt was convinced
that the United States would soon be at war.

Helping the Allies
In 1941 Roosevelt proposed new programs to
assist the Allies. “We must be the great arsenal
[arms supply] of democracy,” he told Congress.
In March 1941 Congress passed the Lend-Lend-
Lease ActLease Act, allowing the president to aid any, allowing the president to aid any
nation believed vital to U.S. defense.nation believed vital to U.S. defense. Under
Lend-Lease, the United States sent billions of
dollars’ worth of aid in the form of weapons,
tanks, airplanes, and food to Great Britain,
the Nationalists in China, and other Allied
countries. In June 1941 Hitler violated his
nonaggression pact with Stalin and invaded
the Soviet Union. The Soviets then joined the

Allies in the fi ght against Germany. In Novem-
ber the United States extended the Lend-
Lease program to the Soviet Union, though
many Americans worried about giving aid to a
Communist country.

Japan Attacks Pearl Harbor
Like Germany and Italy, Japan was quickly
building an empire. After conquering much
of China in the 1930s, Japanese forces moved
into Southeast Asia. Japan’s leaders wanted
control of oil and other resources there.

When Japanese forces captured French
Indochina in July 1941, Roosevelt protested.
He demanded that Japan withdraw. Then the
United States froze Japanese funds in its banks
and cut off exports to Japan.

Japanese military leaders had alreadyJapanese military leaders had already
begun planning a large-scale attack to destroybegun planning a large-scale attack to destroy
the U.S. naval fl eet stationed atthe U.S. naval fl eet stationed at Pearl HarborPearl Harbor,,
in Hawaii.in Hawaii. This would give Japan time to
secure control of East Asia before the U.S.
military could respond.
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 INTERPRETING MAPS

 1. Place How many miles is it from Pearl
Harbor to Tokyo?

 2. Movement From where did the Japanese
fleet leave on November 26?

GEOGRAPHY

SKILLS

Pearl Harbor, 1941

Japanese submarines 

deployed December 6.

The first Japanese aircraft 

take off at 6 A.M. on 

December 7.

Japanese forces bombarded the 

American naval fleet for several 

hours in the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

Eighteen ships were hit, and more 

than 2,400 Americans were killed.

Interactive Map

Pearl Harbor
is still the

headquarters
of the U.S.

Pacific Fleet
today. The

sunken USS
Arizona, still

visible beneath
the harbor

waters, is a
national memorial

to the victims
of the Pearl

Harbor attack.

THE IMPACT

TODAY



At 7:55 A.M. on Sunday, December 7,
1941, Japanese airplanes dove from the sky
and attacked Pearl Harbor. An American sailor
aboard the USS Arizona remembered how
quickly his battleship was hit and destroyed:

“I began to realize there were dead men all
around me .  .  .  it was obvious the ship was
doomed. I made my way to the side of the
ship, which by this time was sinking fast, and
jumped off.”

—George D. Phraner, quoted
in World War II, by H. P. Willmott

In just a few hours, the Japanese sank
or damaged all of the battleships anchored
at Pearl Harbor. More than 2,400 Ameri-
cans were killed. Almost 200 airplanes
were destroyed.

Speaking to Congress the next day,
President Roosevelt called December 7, 1941,
“a date which will live in infamy [disgrace].”
Congress voted to declare war on Japan.
Germany then declared war on the United
States. Less than 25 years after entering World
War I, the United States joined the Allies in
another global war. This one would be even
more devastating.

READING CHECK Identifying Cause and Effect  What
did Japan hope to gain by attacking Pearl Harbor?
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  SUMMARY AND PREVIEW Military aggression in
Europe and Asia drew the United States into war.
In the next section you will learn how the war
affected the home front.

Reviewing Ideas, Terms, and People
 1. a. Identify What types of leaders came to power in

Italy, Germany, and the Soviet Union before World
War II?
b. Explain Why did some Europeans have faith in
these leaders?

 2. a. Summarize What did Adolf Hitler promise the
German people, and how did he act on this promise?
b. Recall Which countries formed the Axis Powers
and the Allied Powers?
c. Elaborate Do you think Winston Churchill was
a good choice for Britain’s prime minister? Explain
your answer.

 3. a. Explain What event brought the United States into
World War II?
b. Describe How did the Lend-Lease Act help
the Allies?

Daniel Inouye
1924–

Daniel Inouye was born in Honolulu, Hawaii, 

to Japanese parents. When the Japanese 

attacked Pearl Harbor, the 17-year-old Inouye 

used his medical aid training to help treat 

victims. He joined the army the next year, winning several medals 

for bravery in combat. In an attack in Italy, Inouye was shot 

three times, and his right arm had to be amputated. After the 

war, Inouye studied law and entered politics. In 1959 he became 

Hawaii’s first representative in Congress, as well as the first Japanese 

American to serve in Congress. He was elected to the U.S. Senate 

in 1962 and became an important figure in U.S. politics.

Drawing Conclusions Why do you think Inouye went into politics?

B I O G R A P H Y

Section 1 Assessment
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