
How Did The Versailles Treaty Help Cause
World War Ii 1

How Did The
Versailles Treaty
Help Cause World
War Ii

How Did The
Versailles
Treaty Help
Cause World
War Ii

Downloaded
from

app.ardentx.com
by Briggs &

Jacob

INTRODUCTION: A
PEACE THAT
SOWED THE SEEDS
OF WAR

T h e  T r e a t y  o f
Versailles,  signed  on
June  28,  1919,  was
intended  to  bring  a
definitive  end  to  the
horrors of World War I.
The  Al l ied  powers,
particularly  France,
Britain, and the United
States, gathered in the
Hall  of  Mirrors  at  the

Palace of  Versailles to
craft a settlement that
would  prevent  future
global  conflict.  Yet,
within  two  decades,
the world was plunged
into  an  even  more
devastating  war.  A
central  question  that
historians and students
of  the  20th  century
continue to explore is:
H o w  d i d  t h e
Versailles  Treaty
help  cause  World
War  II?  The  answer
l ies  not  in  a  s ingle
c lause ,  but  in  the
treaty's  cumulative
economic,  territorial,

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 How Did The Versailles Treaty Help
Cause World War Ii

2026-04-13

and  psychological
punishments  inflicted
on Germany. Far from
creat ing  a  last ing
peace ,  the  t reaty
c r e a t e d  d e e p
resentment,  economic
instability, and political
extremism  that  Adolf
Hitler  deftly  exploited
to  seize  power  and
launch his campaign of
aggression.
To  understand  the
causal chain, one must
examine  the  treaty's
m o s t  p u n i t i v e
provisions,  the  failure
o f  t h e  p o s t - w a r
international  system,
and the fertile  ground
these  cond i t i ons
provided for revisionist
a n d  f a s c i s t
movements. The treaty
did  not  directly  cause
the war, but it created
t h e  n e c e s s a r y
preconditions.  This
article  explores  how
t h e  T r e a t y  o f
Versailles,  through  its

harsh terms and flawed
enforcement,  helped
pave the road to World
War II.

THE WAR GUILT
CLAUSE: A
NATIONAL
HUMILIATION

Art ic le  231  o f  the
Treaty  of  Versailles,
known  as  the  "War
Guilt  Clause,"  forced
Germany  to  accept
sole  responsibility  for
starting  World  War  I.
F o r  t h e  G e r m a n
people, who had been
told  by  their  leaders
that  they were fighting
a  defensive  war,  this
was a profound shock
and a deep humiliation.
The  clause  was  not
m e r e l y  a  m o r a l
judgment;  it  provided
the  legal  basis  for
demanding  massive
repara t i ons  f rom
Germany.
The  psychological
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impact  of  Article  231
cannot  be  overstated.
It became a rallying cry
for  nationalist  and
extremist  groups  who
vowed to overturn the
"shameful  diktat."  The
Weimar  Republic,  the
d e m o c r a t i c
g o v e r n m e n t
established  after  the
w a r ,  w a s  f o r e v e r
t a i n t e d  b y  i t s
a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h
accepting  the  treaty.
Opponents  o f  the
republic,  including  the
nascent  Nazi  Party,
a c c u s e d  t h e
g o v e r n m e n t  o f
betraying  the  nation.
H o w  d i d  t h e
Versailles  Treaty
help  cause  World
War II?  By creating a
m y t h  o f  n a t i o n a l
victimization, it allowed
figures  like  Adolf  Hitler
to  frame  his  foreign
policy  as  a  righteous
struggle  to  restore
German  honor.  The

c lause  turned  the
entire  treaty  into  a
symbol of injustice that
could  only  be  erased
by military force.

ECONOMIC RUIN:
THE WEIGHT OF
REPARATIONS

Unpayabl
e Debts
and
Hyperinfl
ation
The  A l l ied  powers
demanded  reparations
totaling 132 billion gold
marks  (roughly  $33
bil l ion  at  the  time)
from  Germany.  This
sum  was  far  beyond
the country's ability to
pay,  especially  after
the  war  had  already
d e v a s t a t e d  i t s
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e c o n o m y .  T h e
reparations  drained
G e r m a n y ' s  g o l d
reserves, destroyed its
currency,  and crippled
its  industrial  base.  By
1 9 2 3 ,  G e r m a n y
d e f a u l t e d  o n  i t s
payments,  leading
France and Belgium to
o c c u p y  t h e  R u h r
Valley—the  heart  of
German  industry.  In
response,  the  German
government  printed
money to pay striking
workers,  triggering
hyperinflation  that
wiped out the savings
of the middle class and
created  widespread
chaos.

The Great
Depressio
n and the

Collapse
of
Weimar
The Dawes Plan (1924)
and  the  Young  Plan
(1929)  temporarily
restructured payments,
b u t  t h e  G r e a t
Depression  after  1929
ended  any  hope  of
recovery.  American
loans that had propped
u p  t h e  G e r m a n
e c o n o m y  w e r e
r e c a l l e d .
Unemployment  soared
to  over  six  million.  In
this  environment  of
desperation,  extremist
parties  offering  simple
s o l u t i o n s  a n d
scapegoats  gained
massive  support.  The
Nazi Party promised to
tear  up  the  Treaty  of
Versailles  and  restore
economic  prosperity.
B y  l i n k i n g  e v e r y
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German's  personal
hardship to the treaty's
reparations,  the  Nazis
tu rned  economic
grievance into political
power.  How  did  the
Versailles  Treaty
help  cause  World
War II? It destabilized
the  German  economy
so  thoroughly  that
democracy  collapsed,
paving  the  way  for  a
totalitarian  regime
whose  entire  platform
was  revanchism  and
war.

TERRITORIAL
DISMEMBERMENT
AND LOST
RESOURCES

The Treaty of Versailles
stripped  Germany  of
approx imate ly  13
percent  of  its  pre-war
territory  and all  of  its
overseas colonies. Key
losses included:

Alsace-Lorraine
returned to

France.
Eupen-Malmedy
given to Belgium.
Northern
Schleswig to
Denmark after a
plebiscite.
Large parts of
West Prussia and
Posen given to
the new nation of
Poland, creating
the "Polish
Corridor" that
separated East
Prussia from the
rest of Germany.
The Saar Basin
placed under
League of
Nations control
for 15 years, with
its coal mines
given to France.
All German
colonies in Africa
and the Pacific
were confiscated.

These territorial losses
were not just symbolic.
They removed valuable
natural resources—iron
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ore,  coal,  zinc—and
agricultural  land.  The
Polish  Corridor  was
especia l ly  gal l ing
because it left German-
speaking  populations
surrounded by a hostile
state.  Hitler's  demand
to reunite all Germans
into  one  Reich  was  a
direct response to the
ethnic  fragmentation
created  by  Versailles.
The  treaty's  borders
were  drawn with  little
regard  fo r  e thn i c
realities, ensuring that
the "German question"
w o u l d  r e m a i n
unresolved.  When
Hitler re-militarized the
Rhineland in 1936 and
annexed  Austria  in
1938, he was explicitly
o v e r t u r n i n g  t h e
territorial  order  of
Versailles. The treaty's
flawed  geography
provided  both  the
gr ievance  and  the
justification  for
expansion.

MILITARY
LIMITATIONS:
HUMILIATION
WITHOUT
ENFORCEMENT

The  treaty  restricted
the  German  army  to
100,000  volunteers,
with no tanks, aircraft,
submarines,  or  heavy
artillery. The navy was
limited to a handful of
ships.  The  Rhineland
was  demil itarized.
These  clauses  were
in tended  to  keep
Germany  permanently
weak. In practice, they
had  two  effects.  First,
they  created  a  deep
sense  o f  nat iona l
shame,  especial ly
among  military  officers
and veterans.  Second,
they proved impossible
to enforce consistently.
The League of Nations
lacked its own military
force,  and  the  Allied
powers  were  unwilling
t o  m a i n t a i n  a
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permanent occupation.
By  the  early  1930s,
Germany  was  already
secretly  rearming  in
violation of the treaty.
When  Hitler  openly
a n n o u n c e d
rearmament  in  1935
and  reoccupied  the
Rhineland in 1936, the
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
community  did  little
more  than  protest.
H o w  d i d  t h e
Versailles  Treaty
help  cause  World
War  II?  Because  it
prescribed  terms  so
harsh that no German
government  could
a c c e p t  t h e m
permanent ly ,  yet
lacked  the  means  to
compel  compliance.
Every  violation  that
went  unpun i shed
emboldened  Hitler
f u r t h e r  a n d
demonstrated that the
treaty  was  a  dead
letter.  The  stage  was
set  for  aggressive

revisionism.

FAILURE OF THE
LEAGUE OF
NATIONS AND
COLLECTIVE
SECURITY

The Treaty of Versailles
established the League
of  Nations  to  resolve
f u t u r e  d i s p u t e s
peacefully.  However,
the  Un i ted  States
never  joined,  and  the
League's  decision-
m a k i n g  r e q u i r e d
unanimity.  It  had  no
standing army and no
real  power  to  enforce
i t s  ru l i ngs .  When
Germany  was  initially
excluded  from  the
League, it felt isolated
and  disenfranchised.
After  joining  in  1926
u n d e r  G u s t a v
Stresemann,  Germany
used the League as a
platform  to  demand
treaty  revisions.  Once
Hitler  came to  power,
he  withdrew from the
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League  in  1933  and
proceeded to ignore its
authority entirely.
T h e  L e a g u e ' s
impotence was a direct
consequence  of  the
same  flawed  power
politics  that  produced
Versailles.  The  treaty
w a s  s u p p o s e d  t o
create  a  new  world
order, but it had been
crafted  by  the  victors
alone, with little regard
for  justice  or  stability.
The League became an
i n s t r u m e n t  f o r
maintaining the status
quo  of  Versailles,  not
for  promoting  fa i r
r e s o l u t i o n  o f
grievances.  This made
it  deeply unpopular  in
Germany  and,  later,
Italy  and  Japan.  The
failure  of  collective
security  meant  that
w h e n  H i t l e r
remi l i ta r i zed  the
Rhineland,  annexed
Austria, and demanded
the  Sudetenland,  no

effective  opposition
existed.  Treaties  were
only  as  strong  as  the
will  to  enforce  them,
and the will to defend
V e r s a i l l e s  h a d
evaporated.

THE RISE OF
ADOLF HITLER AND
THE NAZI
EXPLOITATION OF
VERSAILLES

No  single  figure
benefitted  more  from
the Treaty of Versailles
than  Adolf  Hitler.  He
built his political career
on  denouncing  the
treaty and promising to
restore  Germany's
power  and  pride.  His
speeches  constantly
invoked the "November
criminals"  who  had
signed  the  armistice
and  the  treaty.  The
Naz i  p ropaganda
machine  reproduced
maps of Germany's lost
territories  and blamed
e v e r y  e c o n o m i c
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h a r d s h i p  o n  t h e
reparations.  The  Stab-
in-the-back myth—that
the German army was
undefeated  in  the  field
b u t  b e t r a y e d  b y
p o l i t i c i a n s  a n d
Jews—was directly tied
to the treaty's war guilt
clause.
Once in power, Hitler's
early  foreign  policy
achievements—withdra
wing from the League,
rearming, remilitarizing
t h e  R h i n e l a n d ,
annexing  Austria,  and
d i s m e m b e r i n g
Czechoslovakia—were
a l l  a r t i cu la ted  as
correct ions  to  the
injustices of Versailles.
Each  step  was  met
with  appeasement
because  Weste rn
leaders,  haunted  by
the  memory  of  World
War  I,  believed  that
accommodating  some
o f  G e r m a n y ' s
"legitimate" grievances
over  Versailles  would

p r e s e r v e  p e a c e .
Instead, it only whetted
Hitler's  appetite  for
more.  How  did  the
Versailles  Treaty
help  cause  World
War II?  It  gave Hitler
the perfect enemy: an
unjust  international
order  that  could  be
b l a m e d  f o r  a l l  o f
Germany's  troubles.
Without the treaty, his
message  would  have
had far less resonance.

APPEASEMENT:
THE LEGACY OF
GUILT

Brit ish  and  French
policymakers  in  the
1930s  were  acutely
aware  of  the  flaws  in
t h e  T r e a t y  o f
Versailles.  Many came
t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t
Germany  had  been
treated  too  harshly.
This  sense  of  gui l t
fueled  the  policy  of
a p p e a s e m e n t — t h e
willingness  to  allow
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Hitler to overturn parts
of  the  treaty  in  the
h o p e  o f  a v o i d i n g
ano the r  war .  The
problem was that each
concession—rearmame
n t ,  R h i n e l a n d ,
A n s c h l u s s ,  t h e
S u d e t e n l a n d — w a s
treated  as  the  "last"
demand,  yet  Hitler
a lways  moved  the
goalposts.  The  very
structure of the treaty
created a psychological
dynamic  in  which  the
appeasers  felt  morally
obl iged  to  give  in,
while  the  revisionist
felt  encouraged  to
push  further.
Appeasement  was  not
born  o f  weakness
a l o n e ;  i t  w a s  a
misguided  attempt  to
correct the mistakes of
1919. But in correcting
t h o s e  m i s t a k e s
p i e c e m e a l ,  t h e
Western  powers  failed
t o  c h e c k  H i t l e r ' s
ambition  until  it  was

t o o  l a t e .  W h e n
Germany  invaded
Poland  in  1939,  the
Allies  finally  declared
war—not to defend the
Treaty  of  Versailles,
b u t  t o  s t o p  a n
insatiable  aggressor.
The treaty had set the
s t a g e ,  a n d
appeasement  had
failed  to  change  the
play.

CONCLUSION:
FROM DIKTAT TO
WAR

The question how did
the Versailles Treaty
help  cause  World
War  I I  c a n n o t  b e
answered  by  pointing
to  any  single  factor.
Instead,  it  requires
understanding how the
t rea ty ' s  pun i t i ve
c l a u s e s  c r e a t e d
profound  economic
distress,  territorial
r e s e n t m e n t ,  a n d
national  humiliation  in
G e r m a n y .  T h e s e
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condit ions  eroded
support for democracy,
f ue l ed  ex t rem i s t
na t i ona l i sm,  and
provided  Adolf  Hitler
with  the  narrative  he
needed to seize power.
T h e  t r e a t y ' s  o w n
e n f o r c e m e n t
mechanisms  were
w e a k ,  a n d  t h e
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
community's  guilty
consc ience  led  to
appeasement  rather
than  resistance.
Ultimately,  the  Treaty
of  Versailles  did  not
make  World  War  I I
inevitable, but it made
it  highly  probable.  It
c r ea ted  a  deep l y
unstable  international

s y s t e m  b u i l t  o n
g r i e v a n c e  a n d
inequality—a  system
that  could  only  be
maintained  by  force,
and  when  that  force
w a s  a b s e n t ,  i t
c o l l a p s e d  i n t o
r e v i s i o n i s m  a n d
a g g r e s s i o n .  T h e
peacemakers  of  1919
failed to build a lasting
peace  because  they
prioritized  punishment
over reconciliation. The
lesson  of  Versailles
rema ins  re levant
today:  lasting  peace
cannot  be  built  upon
vengeance,  but  only
upon  justice,  mutual
respect, and a vision of
shared prosperity.


