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Name: _________________________________ 
 
Directions: While you are reading this passage: 
1) circle unknown or impressive sounding words 
2) highlight or underline the supporting details that act as evidence for the main ideas 
3) write the causes of World War I in the margins when you find them – there are five in 

this reading 
4) put an asterisk (*) next to any phrases or words you think can be representing visually (so 

next to arms race, put an * because arms are something you could draw) 

 
The Causes of World War I 

 

World War I is a war with multiple causes. Historians say the war had been 
building up for some time prior to 1914. The "Great War" was not caused by 
megalomaniacs (power hungry people) looking for power as in the case of Mussolini 
and Hitler during World War II. The origins are more complex. 
 Among the causes of the Great War was the buildup of powerful militaries. 
This is known as militarism. European nations prepared for war by expanding their 
armies and navies. The military buildup led to tensions among countries. At the start 
of the 1900s, growing division among nations in Europe led to an arms race among 
the most powerful countries. The armies of both France and Germany had more than 
doubled between 1870 and 1914 and there was fierce competition between Britain 
and Germany for mastery of the seas. The British had introduced the 'Dreadnought', 
an effective battleship, in 1906. The Germans soon followed suit introducing their 
own battleships. When Germany expanded its navy, Great Britain felt that its own 
naval power was threatened. So it built more ships. This naval race heightened 
tensions between these two nations.  

Many European leaders thought that only the use of force could solve 
problems among nations. These leaders also thought that a nation with a strong 
military usually achieved what it wanted, and weaker nation usually lost out. As 
international rivals, nations in Europe made their armed forces stronger and larger.  

To protect themselves, major European powers formed two rival alliances. 
One was the Triple Alliance. It included Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Italy. The 
other was the Triple Entente, which included Great Britain, France, and Russia. 
Members of each alliance promised to support one another in case of attack. The 
alliance system increased tensions because any crisis involving one member of an 
alliance affected that nation's allies as well. It also meant that a fairly minor incident 
could lead to a general war. These new alliances became extremely dangerous, because 
if any rival powers fought, all six nations would be dragged into war. It helped bring 
European nations to the precipice of war (precipice is a steep cliff or rock face).  
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Many nations were convinced of their own national superiority. Nationalism 
has been called the religion of the 19th century. Nationalism means being a strong 
supporter of the rights and interests of one's country. Nationalism helped to unite 
people who shared a common language and culture. It also set countries against one 
another. In Europe, nationalism created deep mistrust and even hatred between 
nations. 

After the defeat of the French Emperor Napoleon, who tried to conquer 
Europe, representatives from the winning allies decided upon new European 
boundaries that left both Germany and Italy as divided states. Strong nationalist 
elements led to the re-unification of Italy in 1861 and Germany in 1871. In the late 
1800s, when France lost the Franco-Prussian War to Germany (known as Prussia at 
the time), France lost control over two of its provinces, Alsace and Lorraine. Besides 
being populated with French citizens, these areas were rich in iron and ore. The 
French were angry and eager to regain their lost territory, which was now under 
German control. 

Large areas of both Austria-Hungary and Serbia were home to differing 
nationalist groups, all of whom wanted freedom from the states in which they lived. 
Slavs in Austria-Hungary wanted to rebel against their rulers. Slavs included peoples 
of Eastern Europe including Poles, Czechs and Serbs. 

The belief in national superiority helped fuel the competition for colonies. 
Imperialism is the policy of powerful countries seeking to control the economic and 
political affairs of weaker countries. In the early 20th century, imperialism was a 
source of conflict in Europe. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, Britain, France, 
Germany, Italy, and Russia scrambled for colonies in Africa, Asia and the Middle 
East. Each nation wanted to profit from new markets and raw materials. Often, two 
or more nations competed for power in the same area. This competition sometimes 
led to wars in places far from Europe. 

Imperialist countries narrowly avoided war many times as they struggled to 
divide Africa among themselves in the early 1900s. Two of these countries, France 
and Germany, were on the brink of war several times when they argued about claims 
to Morocco, a country in northern Africa. Between 1905 and 1911 they settled each 
argument with a temporary compromise that left one of the two countries dissatisfied. 
Another area of great strife was the Balkan region, the southeastern part of the 
European Continent that includes the nations of Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, 
Moldova, Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia and other nations on the Balkan Peninsula 
(excepting Greece). 

Trouble erupted again in the Balkan region on June 28, 1914. The streets of 
Sarajevo in Bosnia were hung with flags. Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the 
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throne of Austria-Hungary, was visiting Bosnia, a part of the empire ruled by Austria-
Hungary. Crowds thronged the parade route. 

Along the parade route were several determined young men. They were Serbian 
nationalists, members of a group called the Black Hand. Serbia was an independent 
nation that wanted Bosnia to break away from Austria-Hungary and join it. The 
leaders of the Black Hand wanted Bosnia to become part of a Greater Serbia and 
believed that the Archduke would interfere with this. 

As the Archduke's open car passed by, one of them hurled a bomb into it. The 
Archduke quickly flicked the bomb out of the car before it exploded. The driver sped 
up. Then he stopped because he realized he had gone the wrong way. At that point, 
Gavrilo Princip, a 19-year-old member of the Black Hand, stepped from the curb and 
fatally shot both the Archduke and his wife.  

At first, it appeared to be another Balkan crisis that might pass without a major 
disturbance, but a month later, Austria severed relations with Serbia, a move that 
preceded war by only a few days.  

Germany stood behind Austria's actions, while Russia stepped forward to 
defend its small Balkan friend, Serbia. Despite frantic efforts by would-be 
peacemakers to localize the war, it spread rapidly, involving next France and Belgium, 
and soon Great Britain. As the world looked on, Europe erupted into war almost 
overnight.  

American relations with European nations were at the time generally friendly, 
especially with Great Britain. President Woodrow Wilson called upon his countrymen 
to take no sides and to be impartial.  
 

From various internet sources including BBC, FirstWorldWar.com, ABC-CLIO and other sources. 


