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Yet More Dictators Emerge 

 

In Germany, Adolf Hitler had followed a path to power 
similar to Mussolini’s. At the end of World War I, Hitler 
had been a jobless soldier drifting around Germany. In 
1919, he joined a struggling group called the National 
Socialist German Workers’ Party, better known as the 
Nazi Party. Despite its name, this party had no ties to 
socialism. 

Hitler proved to be such a powerful public speaker and 
organizer that he quickly became the party’s leader. 
Calling himself Der Führer—“the Leader”—he promised 
to bring Germany out of chaos. 

In his book Mein Kampf [My Struggle], Hitler set forth 
the basic beliefs of Nazism that became the plan of action 
for the Nazi Party. Nazism, the German brand of fascism, 
was based on extreme nationalism. Hitler, who had been 
born in Austria, dreamed of uniting all German-speaking 
people in a great German empire. 

Hitler also wanted to enforce racial “purification” at 
home. In his view, Germans—especially blue-eyed, 
blond-haired “Aryans”—formed a “master race” that was 
destined to rule the world. “Inferior races,” such as Jews, 
Slavs, and all nonwhites, were deemed fit only to serve 
the Aryans. 

A third element of Nazism was national expansion. 
Hitler believed that for Germany to thrive, it needed more 
lebensraum, or living space. One of the Nazis’ aims, as 
Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf, was “to secure for the 
German people the land and soil to which they are entitled 
on this earth,” even if this could be accomplished only by 
“the might of a victorious sword.” 

The Great Depression helped the Nazis come to power. 
Because of war debts and dependence on American loans 
and investments, Germany’s economy was hit hard. By 
1932, some 6 million Germans were unemployed. Many 
men who were out of work joined Hitler’s private army, 
the storm troopers (or Brown Shirts). The German people 
were desperate and turned to Hitler as their last hope. 

By mid 1932, the Nazis had become the strongest 
political party in Germany. In January 1933, Hitler was 
appointed chancellor (prime minister). Once in power, 
Hitler quickly dismantled Germany’s democratic Weimar 
Republic. In its place he established the Third Reich, or 
Third German Empire. According to Hitler, the Third 
Reich would be a “Thousand-Year Reich”—it would last 
for a thousand years. 
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Halfway around the world, nationalistic military 
leaders were trying to take control of the imperial 
government of Japan. These leaders shared in common 
with Hitler a belief in the need for more living space for a 
growing population. Ignoring the protests of more 
moderate Japanese officials, the militarists launched a 
surprise attack and seized control of the Chinese province 
of Manchuria in 1931. Within several months, Japanese 
troops controlled the entire province, a large region about 
twice the size of Texas, that was rich in natural resources. 

The watchful League of Nations had been established 
after World War I to prevent just such aggressive acts. In 
this greatest test of the League’s power, representatives 
were sent to Manchuria to investigate the situation. Their 
report condemned Japan, who in turn simply quit the 
League. Meanwhile, the success of the Manchurian 
invasion put the militarists firmly in control of Japan’s 
government. 
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The failure of the League of Nations to take action 
against Japan did not escape the notice of Europe’s 
dictators. In 1933, Hitler pulled Germany out of the 
League. In 1935, he began a military buildup in violation 
of the Treaty of Versailles. A year later, he sent troops 
into the Rhineland, a German region bordering France and 
Belgium that was demilitarized as a result of the Treaty of 
Versailles. The League did nothing to stop Hitler. 

Meanwhile, Mussolini began building his new Roman 
Empire. His first target was Ethiopia, one of Africa’s few 
remaining independent countries. By the fall of 1935, tens 

of thousands of Italian soldiers stood ready to advance on 
Ethiopia. The League of Nations reacted with brave talk 
of “collective resistance to all acts of unprovoked 
aggression.” 

When the invasion began, however, the League’s 
response was an ineffective economic boycott—little 
more than a slap on Italy’s wrist. By May 1936, Ethiopia 
had fallen. In desperation, Haile Selassie, the ousted 
Ethiopian emperor, appealed to the League for assistance. 
Nothing was done. “It is us today,” he told them. “It will 
be you tomorrow.”  
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In 1936, a group of Spanish army officers led by 
General Francisco Franco, rebelled against the Spanish 
republic. Revolts broke out all over Spain, and the Spanish 
Civil War began. The war aroused passions not only in 
Spain but throughout the world. About 3,000 Americans 
formed the Abraham Lincoln  

Battalion and traveled to Spain to fight against Franco. 
“We knew, we just knew,” recalled Martha Gellhorn, “that 
Spain was the place to stop fascism.” Among the 
volunteers were African Americans still bitter about 
Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia the year before. 
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“Ho Hum! No chance of contagion.” 
 
What is going on in this picture? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the message of the author, Dr. Seuss (Theodore Geisel)? 

 
 


