The World Goes to War, 1939–1941
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B · a grouped companion
U.S. History · Period 7 (1890–1945) · a grouped companion (three videos)

How to Read This
This companion covers three Khan videos in sequence — "Beginning of World War II," "1940: Axis Gains Momentum," and "1941: Axis Momentum Accelerates." Watch them in that order, keeping this page open. The arc: how a regional aggression became a world war, and how the Axis rolled up victory after victory until 1941 brought the two gambles that would doom it. Notes are grouped by video.
What This Video Does
The war's beginning and the Axis high tide. These videos trace how the world slid into its bloodiest conflict — starting, importantly, in Asia — and how Germany, Italy, and Japan won and won until 1941 delivered the two fatal overreaches: Hitler's invasion of the Soviet Union and Japan's attack on Pearl Harbor.
In the Margins
Video 1 · 0:30  ·  It began in Asia  Long before Germany invaded Poland, Japan was on the march — Korea (1910), Manchuria (1931), and in 1937 all-out war with China, the Second Sino-Japanese War. Many historians call that the true start of World War II; from a Western view we usually miss it.
Video 1 · 3:30  ·  Appeasement  Hitler's Germany, allied with Mussolini's Italy, swallowed Austria and then Czechoslovakia piece by piece in 1938–39. Britain and France, dreading another Great War, gave way — hoping he would stop. He did not.
Video 1 · 6:00  ·  The pact and the spark  In August 1939 Hitler stunned the world by signing a non-aggression pact with Stalin, the two secretly dividing Eastern Europe. On September 1 Germany invaded Poland; Britain and France declared war; the war had formally begun. Two weeks later Stalin invaded Poland from the east.
Video 2 · 0:30  ·  The Axis high tide, 1940  In months, Germany overran Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium — and France itself, which fell in weeks, leaving a puppet “Vichy” regime. Only Britain held out, through the aerial Battle of Britain. That September the Tripartite Pact bound Germany, Italy, and Japan into the Axis.
Video 3 · 5:00  ·  The fatal overreach  June 1941. Confident and overextended, Hitler broke his pact and invaded the Soviet Union, opening a vast two-front war and the terrible siege of Leningrad. It is Napoleon's old lesson — do not fight Russia in winter — and most historians count it among Hitler's gravest mistakes.
Video 3 · 8:30  ·  The oil embargo  The throughline: resources. Enraged by Japan's conquests in China and Indochina, the U.S. froze Japanese assets and cut off oil in July 1941. Japan — with almost no oil of its own and perhaps two years' reserves — now faced a stark choice: retreat, or seize the resources it needed by force.
Video 3 · 10:30  ·  December 7–8, 1941  Japan struck across the Pacific in a matter of hours — Pearl Harbor, but also Malaya, Singapore, Guam, Wake, Hong Kong, the Philippines — aiming to cripple the U.S. fleet so it could seize the oil-rich Dutch East Indies unopposed. Instead it brought the United States into the war, and the Axis declared war on America.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The video argues WWII really began in Asia in 1937, not Europe in 1939. What is the case for that — and why do Western histories usually start with Poland?
1. Appeasement gave Hitler what he demanded, hoping he would stop. When, if ever, is it wise to give an aggressor what he wants to avoid a war?
1. Japan attacked the United States largely to protect its access to oil. How does that connect to the "markets and resources" logic you met in "The Age of Empire"?
An Invitation to Write
In 1941 the Axis looked unstoppable — and then made two enormous gambles.  Invading the Soviet Union and attacking the United States each brought a powerful new enemy into the war against the Axis. Why might a winning side overreach like that? Write about what confidence does to judgment — in war, or anywhere. One paragraph.
Where This Connects
1. Back to the Age of Empire. Japan's hunger for oil and raw materials is the same imperial logic — resources and markets — that pulled the United States onto the world stage in 1898. Here it pulls the whole world into war.
1. Watch next: the war divides into two fronts — “The European Theater, 1942–1945” and “The Pacific Theater, 1942–1945.”
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