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Unit 03, Class 22& 23

The Road to War
Purpose: Was World War II avoidable?
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Part One: Homework
Read the sections: 
 Dictators Challenge World Peace, p. 770-771
 The Spanish Civil War, pp. 771-772
 German Aggression Continues, pp. 772-773
On the time line, place events that lead up to World War II.  Cover the years from 1931 to 1938.

1931  1932  1933  1935  1936  1937  1938 

1931  1932  1933  1935  1936  1937  1938 
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 Japan was becoming increasingly crowd-
ed due to its limited size as a nation and its rapidly 
increasing population. Manchuria offered nearly 
200,000 square kilometres which, as part of a 
Japanese empire, would easily accommodate any 
over-spilling population. The Japanese people 
had a very low opinion of the Chinese - a Japa-
nese form of “untermenschen” - and, therefore, 
would have given no thought to the Manchurian 
people whatsoever. It was also believed in Japan 
that Manchuria was rich in minerals, forestry 
and rich agricultural land. With the problems 
that Japan was experiencing at home, Manchuria 
seemed an obvious solution to these problems.
 By 1931, Japan had invested vast sums of 
money into the economy of Manchuria effective-
ly controlled by the South Manchuria Railway 

Company. To guard all of its investments, Japan kept a large army in southern Manchuria.
 The 1929 Depression hit Japan hard. The civilian government found that it had no solutions to the problems 
presented by the world-wide depression and to the army the civilian government looked weak. Many people ad-
mired the more robust response of the army. The unemployed of Japan looked to the strength of the army to assist 
their plight rather than to what weak politicians were doing. The voices of senior army generals were heard and 
they argued for a campaign to win new colonies abroad so that the industries there could be exploited for Japan. 
The most obvious target was a full-scale invasion of Manchuria.
 An explosion on a section of the South Manchuria Railway, gave the army the excuse it needed to blame the local 
population of sabotage and to occupy the nearest Manchurian town of Shenyang. The League at China’s request 
immediately ordered the Japanese army to withdraw. Japan’s delegates at the League’s headquarters in Geneva, 
agreed to this demand and blamed the event on army “hot-heads”. 
 The Japanese government in Tokyo also agreed to this demand. However, the army did not listen and it launched 
a full-scale invasion of Manchuria and by the end of 1931, it had occupied the whole of the province. The civilian 
government had clearly lost control of the army

Part Two: The Road to War
Section A: 1931

1931 Japan invades Manchuria; Spain becomes a republic

 Spanish society was by now highly fragmented and polarized. The 
monarchy’s inability to find a solution to the country’s problems be-
tween 1898 and 1923 and its complicity in Primo de Rivera’s rejection 
of the constitution had soured many Spaniards toward the whole idea of 
monarchical government. Even among socially and economically con-
servative voters, only a small percentage backed a monarchical form of 
government. Many other conservatives preferred the monarchy to the 
republic because of Spain’s bad experience during the short-lived First 
Republic (1873-1874), but they were not passionately committed to the 
defense of the monarchy for its own sake.
 Elections held in April 1931 were only for town councils, but every-
one viewed them as a first test of public opinion on the issue of monar-
chy versus republic. Early results, mostly from the larger cities, showed 
a majority of republican votes. King Alfonso XIII was disheartened by 
this rebuff and by lack of support from the army or the most important 
police force, the Civil Guard (the national police charged with keeping 
order in the countryside). He left the country on April 14, 1931, and a 
republic was proclaimed.
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Assessment

Summarize the events of 1931.  Might these events lead to conflicts?

1932 Roosevelt elected President; German elections

1933 Roosevelt becomes President; 
    Hitler becomes Chancellor

Assessment

Roosevelt and Hitler came into office the same year.  What is your opinion on how each per-
son used the power of their office?

1933

1934

Is it 
war yet?

Y     N

Section B: 1933
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1935 Italy invades Ethiopia

1936 Axis created; Spanish Civil War beings
On November 1, 1936, Germany and Italy, 
reflecting their common interest in desta-
bilizing the European order, announced a 
Rome-Berlin Axis one week after signing a 
treaty of friendship. Nearly a month later, on 
November 25, 1936, Nazi Germany and Im-
perial Japan signed the so-called Anti-Co-
mintern Pact directed at the Soviet Union. 
Italy joined the Anti-Comintern Pact on 
November 6, 1937. On May 22, 1939, Ger-
many and Italy signed the so-called Pact of 
Steel, formalizing the Axis alliance with mil-
itary provisions. Finally, on September 27, 
1940, Germany, Italy, and Japan signed the 
Tripartite Pact, which became known as the 
Axis alliance.

Ethiopia (Abyssinia), which Italy had unsuccessfully tried to conquer 
in the 1890s, was in 1934 one of the few independent states in a Eu-
ropean-dominated Africa. A border incident between Ethiopia and 
Italian Somaliland that December gave Benito Mussolini an excuse 
to intervene. Rejecting all arbitration offers, the Italians invaded 
Ethiopia on October 3, 1935.

Video Notes

Main Idea

What is the main idea of this section?

Is it 
war yet?

Y     N

Section C: 1935

Section D: 1936
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 The Spanish Civil War started in 1936 and 
finished in 1939.  The forces on the right were 
lead by Generals Franco and Sanjurjo. They were 
known as Nationalists.  The forces on the left 
were lead by Azana and were known as Republi-
cans.
 The Nationalists received help from Nazi Ger-
many in the form of the Condor Legion from the 
Luftwaffe - Germany’s air force. 50,000 “volun-
teers” from Mussolini’s Italy also helped the Na-
tionalists.  The Republicans received help from 
Russia. Stalin sent advisers and technicians. An 
International Brigade comprising of volunteers 
from all over the world also helped the Republi-
cans.
 However, the Nationalists held the advantage 
in the sense that those who fought for them were 
professionals – the “volunteers” from Italy went 
to fight with Mussolini’s approval and many of 
these volunteers had a military background. The 
Republicans relied on real volunteers; many held 
idealistic beliefs but had minimal military train-
ing.
 At the start of the war, the military strength 
of the Nationalists gave them the upper hand. 
By the end of 1936, 50% of Spain was controlled 
by the military including the whole of the border 
with Portugal – a vital supply route. In the east 
and north, the Basques and Catalans held out far 
more effectively and the impact of the National-
ists here was minimal.

 In 1939, Republican resistance all but col-
lapsed. The various factions in the Republi-
can movement were at odds as to what to do 
and Russia withdrew its support for them. 
By 1939, it was only a matter of time before 
the Nationalists won. Barcelona fell in Janu-
ary 1939, Valencia and Madrid surrendered 
in March 1939 and the Republicans uncondi-
tionally surrendered on April 1st.
 The war is thought to have cost 500,000 
lives though official figures have now put the 
casualty figure as high as 1 million.
 The war also witnessed the first ever de-
liberate aerial bombing of a city. On April 
27th 1937, the ancient city of the Basques – 
Guernica – was bombed and destroyed by 
the Condor Legion of Germany. For Hitler 
it was a useful experiment into the value of 
bombing civilian targets. For the Nationalists, 
it took out a city of spiritual importance for 
the Basques. For Europe, the warning posed 
by this bombing was obvious. Hence the at-
tempts by Chamberlain and Daladier to cre-
ate a formula for Europe to avoid any chance 
of a repetition of Guernica. Aerial bombing 
and its consequences were to terrify western 
Europe.
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Assessment

After Examining the documents and viewing the video, write a summary statement of the 
Spanish Civil War

Group response

Is it 
war yet?

Y     N



362

Location of Guernica in the 
Basque region of Spain.

Guernica shows the tragedies of war and the suf-
fering it inflicts upon individuals, particularly 
innocent civilians. This work has gained a mon-
umental status, becoming a perpetual reminder 
of the tragedies of war, an anti-war symbol, and 
an embodiment of peace. On completion Guer-
nica was displayed around the world in a brief 
tour, becoming famous and widely acclaimed. 
This tour helped bring the Spanish Civil War to 
the world’s attention.
 After the bombing, Picasso was made 
aware of what had gone on in his country of 
origin. At the time, he was working on a mural 
for the Paris Exhibition to be 
held in the summer of 1937, 
commissioned by the Spanish 
Republican government. He 

deserted his original idea and on 1 May 1937, began on Guer-
nica. This captivated his imagination unlike his previous idea, 
on which he had been working somewhat dispassionately, for a 
couple of months. It is interesting to note, however, that at its 
unveiling at the Paris Exhibition that summer, it garnered little 
attention.

Observation

Examine the picture above or the poster in the room.  Describe the picture.  What is the 
intention of the artist?
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1937 Japan Invades China
 The Japan-China War started in July 1937 when 
the Japanese claimed that they were fired on by Chi-
nese troops at the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing. 
Using this as an excuse, the Japanese launched a full-
scale invasion of China using the conquered Man-
churia as a launching base for their troops.
 The Japanese came up against little organised 
resistance. The Guomintang put up little resistance 
though they were up against a formidable enemy. 
In November 1937, China’s most important port, 
Shanghai, fell and Nanjing (Nanking), Chiang Kai-
shek’s capital, fell in December 1937.
 The so-called “Rape of Nanking” has gone into 
the annals of history as one of the most shocking in-
cidents in modern history. Its senior officers allowed 
the Japanese army to ransack Nanking murdering 
tens of thousands as they went. The final death toll 
for Nanjing has been put as high as 250,000. The 
Guomintang leader, Chiang, had to establish a new 
capital in Chongqing.
 The onslaught of the Japanese was relentless. 
Within 5 months, 1 million Chinese people were un-
der Japanese control. All of the major cities in China 
were captured by the Japanese by the end of 1937 – so 
were the major communication systems of the nation.

Observation

After reading, write an intro paragraph for 
an newspaper article.

Section E: 1937

Optional Reading
 After taking control of Nanjing, the Japanese sol-
diers committed the most heinous of atrocities, raping 
women and holding competitions amongst each other 
to see who could behead the most people in an hour 
and similar macabre games.  In just 6 weeks, the Japa-
nese massacred over 300 000 Chinese people, men, 
women and children of all ages.  Their bodies were left 
to pile up and some were thrown into mass graves.  
 It is estimated that at least 80 000 women and chil-
dren were raped over the 6 week period.  It was a perk 
of being a soldier in the Japanese Army.  The Japanese 
also forced others to rape while they watched.  Under 
gunpoint, sons were forced to rape mothers, fathers 
were forced to rape daughters, and celibate monks 
were forced to rape women.  All while the soldiers 
watched and jeered.  Pregnant women were bayoneted 
in their swollen bellies.  Young men and boys would 
be tied alive to posts while Japanese soldiers practiced 
their bayonet training.  Chinese were buried alive for 
fun.  The smell of death was everywhere.
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1938 Germany takes over Austria Sudetenland; Kristallnacht
The Austrian president, Wilhelm Miklas, refused to appoint 
a pro-Nazi chancellor. German foreign minister Hermann 
Goering then faked a crisis by engineering a “plea” for Ger-
man assistance from inside the Austrian government (really 
from a German agent). On March 12, 1938, German troops 
marched into Austria. Hitler announced his Anschluss, and a 
plebiscite was finally held on April 10. Whether the plebiscite 
was rigged or the resulting vote simply a testament to Aus-
trian terror at Hitler’s determination, the Fuhrer garnered 
a whopping 99.7 percent approval for the union of Germany 
and Austria. Austria was now a nameless entity absorbed by 
Germany. 

Observation

Examine both pictures.  How are 
these Austrians reacting to the 
Anschluss?

Is it 
war yet?

Y     N

Section E: 1938
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 In September 1938, Neville Chamberlain, the 
British prime minister, met Adolf Hitler at his home in 
Berchtesgaden. Hitler threatened to invade Czecho-
slovakia unless Britain supported Germany's plans to 
takeover the Sudetenland. After discussing the issue 
with the Edouard Daladier (France) and Eduard Ben-
es (Czechoslovakia), Chamberlain informed Hitler 
that his proposals were unacceptable.
 Adolf Hitler was in a difficult situation but he also 
knew that Britain and France were unwilling to go to 
war. He also thought it unlikely that these two coun-
tries would be keen to join up with the Soviet Union, 
whose totalitarian system the western democracies 
hated more that Hitler's fascist dictatorship.
 Benito Mussolini suggested to Hitler that one 

way of solving this issue was to hold a four-power 
conference of Germany, Britain, France and Italy. 
This would exclude both Czechoslovakia and the So-
viet Union, and therefore increasing the possibility of 
reaching an agreement and undermine the solidarity 
that was developing against Germany.
 The meeting took place in Munich on 29th Sep-
tember, 1938. Desperate to avoid war, and anxious 
to avoid an alliance with Joseph Stalin and the Soviet 
Union, Neville Chamberlain and Edouard Daladier 
agreed that Germany could have the Sudetenland. In 
return, Hitler promised not to make any further ter-
ritorial demands in Europe. The meeting ended with 
Hitler, Chamberlain, Daladier and Mussolini signing 
the Munich Agreement which transferred the Sude-
tenland to Germany.

Video Notes

Czech-o-Slovakia

Is it 
war yet?

Y     N
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 Kristallnacht, literally, "Night of Crystal," is often referred to as the "Night of Broken Glass." The name 
refers to the wave of violent anti-Jewish pogroms which took place on November 9 and 10, 1938, throughout 
Germany, annexed Austria, and in areas of the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia recently occupied by German 
troops.
 Instigated primarily by Nazi Party officials and members of the SA (Sturmabteilungen: literally Assault 
Detachments, but commonly known as Storm Troopers) and Hitler Youth, Kristallnacht owes its name to the 
shards of shattered glass that lined German streets in the wake of the pogrom—broken glass from the windows 
of synagogues, homes, and Jewish-owned businesses plundered and destroyed during the violence.
 In its aftermath, German officials announced that Kristallnacht had erupted as a spontaneous outburst of 
public sentiment in response to the assassination of Ernst vom Rath, a German embassy official stationed in 
Paris. Herschel Grynszpan, a 17-year-old Polish Jew, had shot the diplomat on November 7, 1938. A few days 
earlier, German authorities had expelled thousands of Jews of Polish citizenship living in Germany from the 
Reich; Grynszpan had received news that his parents, residents in Germany since 1911, were among them.
 Initially denied entry into their native Poland, Grynszpan's parents and the other expelled Polish Jews 
found themselves stranded in a refugee camp near the town of Zbaszyn in the border region between Poland 
and Germany. Already living illegally in Paris himself, a desperate Grynszpan apparently sought revenge for 
his family's precarious circumstances by appearing at the German embassy and shooting the diplomatic offi-
cial assigned to assist him.

Facebook Post

Read the excerpt above, examine the picture and watch 
the video excerpt.  Following this, write a post on your 
Facebook page on this topic.

Is it 
war yet?

Y     N
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Observation

Did Hitler break the Munich Agreement?  What has happened to Czech-o-Slovakia?

Assessment

Examine the poster below.  It says 
Ein Volk (One People) - Ein Reich (One Country) - Ein Führer (One Leader).  

Has this poster achieved its plan in 1938?

1939 Germany takes Czech-o-Slovakia; Soviet - Nazi 
Non-aggression Pact; Germans in Poland

Section F: 1939
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 In 1939, Adolf Hitler was preparing for war. 
Though he was hoping to acquire Poland without 
force (as he had annexed Austria the year before), 
Hitler was planning against the possibility of a two 
front war. Since fighting a two front war in World 
War I had split Germany's forces, it had weakened 
and undermined their offensive; thus, played a large 
role in Germany losing the First World War. Hitler 
was determined not to repeat the same mistakes. 
 To avoid such a scenario, Hitler had cautiously 
begun exploring the possibility of a thaw in relations 
with Stalin. Several brief diplomatic exchanges in 
May 1939 fizzled by the next month. But in July, as 
tensions continued building across Europe and all 
major powers were feverishly casting about for po-
tential allies, Hitler’s foreign minister Ribbentrop 
dropped hints to Moscow that if Hitler invaded Po-
land, the Soviet Union might be permitted some Pol-

ish territory. This caught Stalin’s attention. On Au-
gust 20, Hitler sent a personal message to the Soviet 
premier: War with Poland was imminent. If Hitler 
sent his foreign minister to Moscow for a vitally im-
portant discussion, would Stalin receive him? Stalin 
said yes.
 Ribbentrop carried a proposal from Hitler that 
both countries commit to a nonaggression pact that 
would last 100 years. Stalin replied that 10 years 
would be sufficient. The proposal also stipulated 
that neither country would aid any third party that 
attacked either signatory. Finally, the proposal con-
tained a secret protocol specifying the spheres of in-
fluence in Eastern Europe both parties would accept 
after Hitler conquered Poland. The Soviet Union 
would acquire the eastern half of Poland, along with 
Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia.

Observation

Examine the cartoons.  How did the west re-
spond to this agreement?

Is it 
war yet?

Y     N


