
World at War and the Fires Between 

 

War Again? 

 

The Rhodes Colossus.© The Granger Collection / Universal Images Group / ImageQuest 2016 

These days there are very few colonies in the traditional sense. But it wasn't that long ago that colonialism was very 
common around the world. How do you think your life would be different if this were still the case? If World War II 
hadn’t occurred, this might be a reality. 

As you've already learned, in the late 19th century, European nations competed with one another to grab the largest 
and richest regions of the globe to gain wealth and power. 

The imperialists swept over Asia and Africa, with Italy and France taking control of large parts of North Africa. 
Imperialism pitted European countries against each other as potential competitors or threats. 

Germany was a late participant in the imperial game, so it pursued colonies with a single-minded intensity. To 
further its imperial goals, Germany also began to build up its military in order to defend its colonies and itself against 
other European nations. 

German militarization alarmed other European nations, which then began to build up their militaries, too. Defensive 
alliances among nations were forged. These complex interdependencies were one factor that led to World War I. 
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What Led to WWII?—Text Version 

 
Review the map description and the descriptions of the makeup of the world at the start of World War II (WWII). 

Map Description: There is a map of the world. There are a number of countries shaded four different colors: dark 
green, light green, blue, and gray. Dark green represents Allies before the attack on Pearl Harbor, including colonies 
and occupied countries. Light green represents Allied countries that entered the war after the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor. Blue represents Axis Powers and their colonies. Gray represents neutral countries during WWII. 

Allies before the attack on Pearl Harbor: 

Before the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Allies consisted of Canada, Australia, Russia, China, France, Norway, 
Poland, Greece, Yugoslavia, India, and most of the continent of Africa. Not all of these countries were sovereign; 
however, a number of them were colonies. 

Allied countries that entered the war after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor: 

After Pearl Harbor, a number of other countries entered the war on the side of the Allies. These countries included 
the United States, most of South America, Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. The countries of Turkey, 
Persia, and Saudi Arabia also joined. 

Axis Powers and their colonies: 

The Axis Powers and their colonies included Germany, Austria, Italy, Finland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Albania, 
Libya, Manchuria, Japan, part of Indo-China, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Eritrea. 

Neutral countries: 

During WWII, there were a number of neutral countries, as well. These countries included Spain, Portugal, the 
Western Sahara, Angola, Afghanistan, Tibet, Sweden, and Mozambique. 

 



How Did World War I Contribute to the Start of the Next War? 
The Treaty of Versailles set out the conditions of German surrender after World War I. The treaty sought to punish 
the Germans for the war. The harshest punishment was the requirement that Germany pay other European nations 
reparations to cover their monetary losses in fighting the war. As you have learned, Germany was as bankrupt (from 
war spending) as every other European country. Its attempts to meet its reparations payments left Germany with 
devastating hyperinflation. Prices of basic goods rose a billion percent or more. With the German economy in a 
tailspin, and skyrocketing unemployment, the German people became desperate. 

Their defeat in World War I was a deep humiliation for Germans. Some German people nurtured their sense of 
nationalism to bolster their pride. In some, this sense of fierce nationalism became so distorted that it led them to 
support the nationalist Nazi Party. The Nazi government, the Third Reich, whose capital was Berlin, promised to 
elevate the German ideal through conquest and rule of most, if not all, of the world. Nazi leaders spoke of a global 
"Thousand-Year Reich" that would reclaim German pride and impose a glorious German culture throughout the 
world. 

Nazi pursuit of these grand goals would lead to the outbreak of World War II. Japanese imperialism, with its dreams 
of controlling large parts of Asia, particularly Manchuria, would sustain the war in Asia and the Pacific. Imperialism 
also contributed to the North African campaign, which was an important theater during the Second World War. 
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How Did the United States Emerge From Its Isolationism? 
The United States had also learned the right lesson from World War I: "Never rush into a fight!" But as was the case 
in Europe, this lesson did not apply to the specific circumstances of the second great war in Europe. 

President Franklin Roosevelt and other leaders, however, recognized the threat Germany presented. And when 
Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, Roosevelt called a special session of Congress to revise the U.S. 
Neutrality Act of 1935. The revised act permitted the United States to sell weapons and other war materials to its 
Allies in Europe that were fighting Nazi aggression. 

 

United States President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the declaration of war against the Japanese in the wake of the Pearl Harbor attack in 
1941.Public Domain 

Though U.S. contributions of armaments helped, they did little to turn the tide against the Nazis. When France fell 
to the Nazis in June 1940, Roosevelt greatly increased munitions and other weapons supplies to Britain. Slowly, 
Congress and the U.S. public were beginning to consider if the U.S. should take a greater role in the conflict in 
Europe. Though it was a struggle, in March 1941, Roosevelt got Congress to pass the Lend-Lease Act, which 
committed the United States to supply arms and other necessary equipment to the European Allied Powers (Britain, 
France, the Soviet Union, China, and later the United States). 

Then, on December 7, 1941, Japanese bombers attacked the U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. About 
2,500 Americans were killed. This direct attack against U.S. soil and U.S. citizens galvanized the public, which now 
demanded U.S. entry into the war to defeat the aggressors. The U.S. military would engage the Axis Powers in 
Europe and the Japanese in the Pacific. 
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In August 1941, the United States and Great Britain had crafted and signed the Atlantic Charter, a document that 
defined the goals of Allied nations for, during, and after the war. The highlights were that: 

• territorial adjustments would be made taking into consideration the people that it affected. 
• the U.S. and Great Britain did not seek territorial gains as a result of the war’s outcome. 
• nations would have free access to raw materials. 
• self-determination was a right of all people. 
• an effort would be made to lower trade barriers. 
• social welfare and global economic cooperation were recognized as being important. 
• nations would work together to prevent fear. 
• freedom of the seas was stated as being of importance. 
• nations would work cooperatively towards disarmament. 

The signing of the Atlantic Charter was a primary reason that Germany declared war on the United States in 
December 1941, after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. 

 

The U.S. Involvement in WWII—Text Version 

 
Read the following image descriptions and text to learn about how the U.S. became involved in WWII. 

Battle of Britain 
Image Description: This is a black-and-white photo of five firefighters at the scene of a building destroyed by a fire. 
They are all holding a large hose and spraying water on a building out of the picture. Behind them are a number of 
hollowed-out buildings. 

London being bombed during the Battle of Britain in 1940. Between August and October 1940, the 
Nazi Luftwaffe (Luftwaffe: (German) the Nazi air force) was almost nightly bombing British cities, with many 
reduced to rubble. Many Britons lost their lives during the Battle of Britain (Battle of Britain: the Nazi bombing 
attacks on Great Britain between August – October 1940). While using his oratorical (oratorical: of or related to the 
art of public speaking) gifts to inspire and steel the British spirit to resist the Nazi onslaught, Churchill (now prime 
minister) was also pleading with Washington to come to Britain's aid. Churchill was dismayed at the U.S. refusal of 
sending bombers or troops to fight alongside the Allies. He simply could not fathom the deep-seated isolationist 
mindset of the American people. 

Lend Lease 
Image Description: This is a black-and-white photo of wooden crates being moved onto a boat by a large crane. 

The Lend-Lease program allowed the United States to maintain its ostensible neutrality, yet provide much needed 
support to England. Before this, the United States had operated a strict cash-and-carry policy. This meant that 
Britain could not purchase anything on credit or on the condition that they win the war. With passage of the Lend-
Lease Act, the United States' neutrality was now mostly a fiction. 

Bombing of Pearl Harbor 
Image Description: This is a black-and-white photo of the USS Arizona burning and sinking after being bombed 
during the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. 

On December 7, 1941, the Empire of Japan launched an attack on the U.S. Pacific fleet stationed at Pearl Harbor. 
All eight U.S. battleships there were damaged, and four were sunk. The provocation ensured that the United States 
would enter the war. 
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Roosevelt Declares War 
Image Description: This is a black and white photo of President Roosevelt signing a declaration of war. He is 
seated, and there are men standing behind him watching. 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the U.S. declaration of war against Japan on December 8, 1941. He signed a 
declaration of war against Germany three days later on December 11. 

Audio Transcript: Mr. Vice President, Mr. Speaker, members of the Senate and the House of Representatives: 

Yesterday, December 7th, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and 
deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan. 

The United States was at peace with that nation, and, at the solicitation of Japan, was still in conversation with its 
government and its Emperor looking toward the maintenance of peace in the Pacific. 

Indeed, one hour after Japanese air squadrons had commenced bombing in the American island of Oahu, the 
Japanese Ambassador to the United States and his colleague delivered to our Secretary of State a formal reply to a 
recent American message. And, while this reply stated that it seemed useless to continue the existing diplomatic 
negotiations, it contained no threat or hint of war or of armed attack. 

It will be recorded that the distance of Hawaii from Japan makes it obvious that the attack was deliberately planned 
many days or even weeks ago. During the intervening time, the Japanese Government has deliberately sought to 
deceive the United States by false statements and expressions of hope for continued peace. 

The attack yesterday on the Hawaiian Islands has caused severe damage to American naval and military forces. I 
regret to tell you that very many American lives have been lost. In addition, American ships have been reported 
torpedoed on the high seas between San Francisco and Honolulu. 

Yesterday, the Japanese Government also launched an attack against Malaya. 
Last night, Japanese forces attacked Hong Kong. 
Last night, Japanese forces attacked Guam. 
Last night, Japanese forces attacked the Philippine Islands. 
Last night, the Japanese attacked Wake Island. 
And this morning, the Japanese attacked Midway Island. 

Japan has, therefore, undertaken a surprise offensive extending throughout the Pacific area. The facts of yesterday 
and today speak for themselves. The people of the United States have already formed their opinions and well 
understand the implications to the very life and safety of our nation. 

As Commander-in-Chief of the Army and Navy, I have directed that all measures be taken for our defense, that 
always will our whole nation remember the character of the onslaught against us. 

No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people, in their righteous 
might, will win through to absolute victory. 

I believe that I interpret the will of the Congress and of the people when I assert that we will not only defend 
ourselves to the uttermost, but will make it very certain that this form of treachery shall never again endanger us. 

Hostilities exist. There is no blinking at the fact that our people, our territory, and our interests are in grave danger. 

With confidence in our armed forces, with the unbounding determination of our people, we will gain the inevitable 
triumph. So help us God. 

I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7th, 
1941, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire. 

 

 

 

 

 



How Did War in Europe Proceed? 
The Nazi blitzkrieg had quickly conquered, subdued, and occupied the Low Countries. France, who had anticipated 
the assault since the 1920s, had been constructing an elaborate set of underground bunkers, defenses, and 
machine gun turrets for years called the Maginot Line. Unfortunately for the French, the Nazi march through 
Belgium merely sidestepped these defenses, thus making them useless. The French military was quickly defeated 
and France fell to Nazi occupation in a matter of weeks. 

Thus the German army had done what it had set out to do in 1914, namely, shut down the Western Front quickly. 
But this success would prove to be Hitler’s weakness. For rather than honor the German-Soviet Nonaggression 
Pact (1939) and maintain control of nearly all of Western Europe, Hitler decided to break the agreement and invade 
Russia. Hitler had his eye on Soviet resources for years, and at his insistence, Germany launched Operation 
Barbarossa, the code name for the invasion and hoped-for occupation of the Soviet Union. 

At first, during the balmy days of summer, the Germans had enough provisions with them. However, they had 
planned on plundering provisions as the months wore on. The Russians left them nothing. Some German military 
leaders suggested a temporary withdrawal. Hitler adamantly refused. Most German soldiers died of starvation or 
hunger either in the USSR or attempting to make their way home from it. As the ragged, starving German soldiers 
struggled to get out of Russia and head home, the Soviet army attacked them and decimated the remaining forces. 
At least 20 million lives were lost in the fighting on the Eastern Front. 

After driving the Nazi army out of Russia, the Soviet forces swarmed into eastern Europe, liberating Nazi-held 
regions as they went. The Soviet army was the first Allied force to enter Berlin in 1945 and crush the Third Reich. 
The Soviet army played a vital role in the defeat of the Nazis, but they and Soviet citizens paid a huge price. More 
than 20 million Soviet citizens died during World War II. 
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How Did the War in the Pacific Unfold? 
As Nazi victories piled up in Europe, Japan was seeking to widen its pursuit of territories via war. By the middle of 
1941, Japanese officials were determined to press further into China and Indochina. Japan was a leading power in 
the Far East, and it was rich in its people and culture. Unfortunately, it suffered from a severe lack of natural 
resources, particularly oil. Conquest of resource-rich regions could ensure Japan a continuing supply of the vital 
resources it needed to prosper. 

The initial Allied response to Japanese aggression took the form of sanctions. The United States and other Allied 
nations embargoed supplies of oil going to Japan. Other vital materials, such as ore, and military supplies were cut 
off as well. The desperate Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and began a war with the United States. What Japan 
had not counted on was the Netherlands and Britain joining the fight. Other Allied nations, such as Australia, 
Canada, and the Philippines, also joined the fight against Japan. 

The Japanese military invaded China and pushed further toward the interior of that country. They took Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Burma, the Dutch East Indies, Borneo, Bali, Timor, and other nearby islands. They also dislodged the 
U.S. military in the Philippines. 

The United States had agreed with its Allies on a "Europe first" military strategy. The Allies did fight some vital 
battles in the Pacific against the Japanese during 1942 (Battle of Coral Sea, Battle of Midway), but their main focus 
was defeating the Nazis and liberating Europe. Once that was accomplished, the Allies turned their full military might 
against the Japanese in the Pacific Theater. 

After the death of Franklin Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman became president. He vowed that nothing short of 
“unconditional surrender” of the Japanese would be acceptable. The United States and its Allies fought in the Pacific 
for three years until the pivotal battles of mid- to late-1945 turned the tide of the war. Naval Marshal General Isoroku 
Yamamoto was the commander-in-chief of Japanese naval forces. He was one of the primary proponents of the 
attack on Pearl Harbor. He also determined Japanese naval strategy in the Pacific Theater. 

Island Hopping 

Important battles were fought in the Coral Sea, on Midway atoll, Guadalcanal, Corregidor, and Iwo Jima, as well as 
on many other Pacific islands. The Battle of Coral Sea was indecisive, with both sides claiming victory. However, the 
Battle of Midway was a clear victory for the Allies, and it gave them the momentum to ultimately defeat the 
Japanese. 

Many battles were fought between aircraft, including Japanese kamikaze fighters, and ships, with the planes trying 
to bomb the ships to destroy and sink them and the ships firing anti-aircraft guns at the planes to bring them down. 
Marine battles often involved ships’ (or submarines’) torpedoes launched to strike a fatal blow. Sometimes, Allies 
bombed Japanese military bases on strategic islands. These strikes would be followed by a land force invasion to 
take the island from the Japanese once and for all. The dropping of the atomic bomb would change the direction of 
the war once and for all. 
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War in the Pacific—Text Version 

• 1: Battle of Midway 
June 1942. 

• 2: Guadalcanal Campaign 
August 1942—February 1943. 

• 3: Battle of Tarawa 
November 1943. 

• 4: Battle of Saipan 
June—July 1944. 

• 5: Battle of Guam (1944) 
July—August 1944. 

• 6: Battle of the Philippine Sea 
September—October 1944. 

• 7: Battle of Leyte Gulf 
October 1944. 

• 8: Battle of Leyte Gulf 
January—August 1945. 

• 9: Battle of Manila (1945) 
February—March 1945. 

• 10: Battle of Iwo Jima 
February—March 1945. 

• 11: Battle of Okinawa 
April—June 1945. 
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