
guided reading activity the west
between the wars
Guided reading activity the West between the wars is an essential topic that explores
a critical period in history marked by significant political, social, and economic changes. The
interwar years, spanning from the end of World War I in 1918 to the onset of World War II in
1939, witnessed a transformation in the Western world. This article will guide educators and
students through key themes, events, and figures of this era, providing a structured
approach to understanding the complexities of the West between the wars.

Historical Context

The interwar period was a time of upheaval and reconstruction for many Western nations.
The aftermath of World War I left countries grappling with the consequences of a
devastating conflict, leading to widespread disillusionment and economic instability. The
Treaty of Versailles in 1919 aimed to establish peace but instead sowed the seeds of future
conflict.

Political Landscape

1. Rise of Totalitarian Regimes: The 1920s and 1930s saw the rise of totalitarian regimes in
Europe, most notably in Germany and Italy. Leaders like Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini
exploited economic woes and societal fears to gain power.

2. Democratic Struggles: Many Western democracies faced challenges during this period.
Countries like France and the United Kingdom struggled with political polarization and
economic hardship. The Weimar Republic in Germany, established after World War I, faced
severe challenges, including hyperinflation and political extremism.

3. The League of Nations: Established in 1920, the League of Nations aimed to prevent
future conflicts through diplomacy and collective security. However, its effectiveness was
undermined by the absence of key powers, such as the United States, and its inability to
enforce decisions.

Economic Changes

The interwar period was characterized by significant economic fluctuations, ranging from
the prosperity of the 1920s to the Great Depression of the 1930s.



The Roaring Twenties

The 1920s, often referred to as the Roaring Twenties, was a decade of economic boom in
the United States and parts of Europe. This period was marked by:

- Consumer Culture: The rise of consumerism led to increased demand for goods, fueled by
credit and advertising.
- Technological Advancements: Innovations such as the automobile and radio transformed
daily life and communication.
- Cultural Flourishing: The arts flourished during this time, with movements such as jazz,
the Harlem Renaissance, and modernist literature gaining prominence.

The Great Depression

The stock market crash of 1929 marked the beginning of the Great Depression, a global
economic crisis that lasted throughout the 1930s. Key features include:

- Unemployment: Millions lost their jobs, leading to widespread poverty and social
discontent.
- Government Response: Various governments implemented measures to combat the
economic downturn. Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal in the United States aimed to provide
relief, recovery, and reform.
- International Impact: The Great Depression had far-reaching effects, leading to the rise of
protectionism and economic nationalism, which exacerbated tensions between nations.

Social Developments

The interwar years also saw significant social changes, influenced by economic conditions
and political developments.

Gender Roles and Women's Rights

- Changing Roles: World War I had opened up new opportunities for women in the
workforce. As men returned from war, many women sought to retain their newfound
independence.
- Suffrage Movements: The interwar period saw significant advancements in women's
rights, with many countries granting women the right to vote. Notable milestones include:
- The United States (1920)
- The United Kingdom (1928)
- Other European countries followed suit, recognizing women's contributions to society.



Culture and Society

- Art and Literature: The interwar years were a time of artistic experimentation and
innovation. Movements such as surrealism and expressionism reflected the societal
anxieties of the time.
- Social Movements: Various social movements emerged, addressing issues such as
workers' rights, anti-fascism, and racial equality. These movements laid the groundwork for
future activism.

International Relations

The interwar period was marked by shifting alliances and tensions that would set the stage
for World War II.

Expansionist Policies

1. Nazi Germany: Under Hitler, Germany aggressively pursued expansionist policies,
violating the Treaty of Versailles by rearming and annexing territories such as Austria and
Czechoslovakia.

2. Fascist Italy: Mussolini sought to restore Italy's former glory through military conquests,
leading to conflicts in Africa and the Balkans.

3. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939): This conflict became a battleground for competing
ideologies, with fascists supported by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union backing the
Republicans. The war served as a precursor to the larger conflict of World War II.

Appeasement and Failure of Diplomacy

- Munich Agreement: The policy of appeasement, exemplified by the Munich Agreement of
1938, allowed Hitler to annex the Sudetenland, reflecting a failure of the League of Nations
and Western democracies to confront aggression.
- Isolationism: The United States adopted an isolationist stance, focusing on domestic
issues and avoiding entanglement in European conflicts, which limited its influence on
international affairs.

Guided Reading Activities

To deepen understanding of the West between the wars, educators can employ guided
reading activities that engage students in critical thinking and analysis.



Activity Ideas

1. Primary Source Analysis:
- Students can analyze primary sources such as speeches, propaganda posters, and
newspaper articles from the interwar period. This activity helps them understand the
perspectives and sentiments of the time.

2. Character Studies:
- Assign students to research key figures such as Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Franklin D.
Roosevelt, or prominent suffragists. Students can present their findings, focusing on the
impact these figures had on the era.

3. Debates and Discussions:
- Organize debates on topics such as the effectiveness of the League of Nations or the
moral implications of appeasement. This encourages students to articulate their viewpoints
and engage with differing perspectives.

4. Creative Projects:
- Have students create a timeline or a visual representation of major events during the
interwar period. This can include social, political, and economic aspects, helping them
visualize the interconnectedness of these themes.

Conclusion

The interwar years were a pivotal time in the history of the West, characterized by
significant political upheaval, economic challenges, and social change. Understanding this
period is crucial for grasping the complexities of the 20th century and the events leading to
World War II. By engaging in guided reading activities, students can develop a nuanced
understanding of the themes and figures that defined the West between the wars, fostering
critical thinking skills and a deeper appreciation for history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main economic challenges faced by the
West between the wars?
The main economic challenges included the Great Depression, which led to mass
unemployment, deflation, and a significant decline in industrial production, affecting
countries across Europe and North America.

How did the Treaty of Versailles impact the political
landscape of Europe during the interwar period?
The Treaty of Versailles imposed heavy reparations on Germany and redrew national



boundaries, causing political instability, resentment, and the rise of extremist parties,
notably the Nazis.

What role did the League of Nations play in the West
between the wars?
The League of Nations was established to promote peace and prevent conflicts but
struggled with enforcement and credibility, ultimately failing to prevent the rise of
militarism and the onset of World War II.

How did cultural movements in the West reflect societal
changes during the interwar years?
Cultural movements such as the Harlem Renaissance and Surrealism reflected the
tumultuous social changes, addressing themes of identity, disillusionment, and a break
from traditional norms.

What was the significance of the Spanish Civil War in
the context of the interwar period?
The Spanish Civil War became a battleground for ideologies, with fascists and communists
vying for influence, serving as a precursor to World War II and highlighting the polarization
within Europe.

What were the major technological advancements in
the West during the interwar years?
Major technological advancements included the proliferation of radio, advancements in
aviation, and the beginnings of the automotive industry, which transformed communication
and transportation.

How did totalitarian regimes emerge in the West
between the wars?
Totalitarian regimes emerged as a response to economic instability, social unrest, and
political failure, with leaders like Hitler and Mussolini exploiting fear and offering radical
solutions.

What was the impact of the Great Depression on global
trade between the wars?
The Great Depression led to a significant decline in global trade, as countries implemented
protectionist policies, which exacerbated economic troubles internationally and hindered
recovery.



In what ways did art and literature reflect the
disillusionment of the interwar period?
Art and literature, such as the works of T.S. Eliot and the Dada movement, expressed
disillusionment through themes of chaos, absurdity, and a critique of the societal norms
that had led to war.
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