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World War I, often referred to as the Great War, was one of the most devastating conflicts in human
history. It reshaped nations, societies, and the geopolitical landscape of the early 20th century.
Understanding the causes of World War I is critical to grasping the complex interplay of political,
social, and economic factors that led to the outbreak of this catastrophic event. This worksheet aims
to explore the multifaceted causes of World War I, breaking them down into manageable sections for
better comprehension.

Introduction to the Causes of World War I

The causes of World War I are commonly categorized into four main areas: militarism, alliances,
imperialism, and nationalism. Each of these factors contributed uniquely to the tensions that
eventually erupted into a full-scale war. Additionally, the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of
Austria-Hungary in June 1914 acted as the immediate catalyst for the conflict.

Militarism

Militarism refers to the belief in building up strong armed forces to prepare for war. This mentality
was prevalent in Europe during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The arms race and the
glorification of military power played significant roles in creating an atmosphere ripe for conflict.

Key Aspects of Militarism

- Arms Race: Major powers, particularly Germany and Great Britain, were engaged in a naval arms
race, building increasingly powerful battleships. The competition for military superiority heightened
tensions among nations.

- Military Planning: Countries developed complex military strategies, such as Germany’s Schlieffen
Plan, which aimed for a quick victory against France before turning to Russia. This plan emphasized
the need for swift action, leading to a greater sense of urgency in mobilization.

- Public Sentiment: National pride was often linked to military strength, fostering a culture that
celebrated military success and encouraged aggressive posturing.

Alliances

The network of alliances formed in the years leading up to World War I significantly contributed to the
war's outbreak. These alliances were intended for mutual protection, but they also created an



environment where a conflict involving one nation could easily escalate into a larger war.

Major Alliances

1. Triple Alliance: Consisted of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. This alliance was formed to
counterbalance the power of France and Russia.

2. Triple Entente: Comprised of France, Russia, and Great Britain. This alliance emerged as a
counterweight to the Triple Alliance and was based on mutual concerns about German expansionism.

Impact of Alliances on War Outbreak

- Entanglement: The alliance system meant that a conflict between two countries could quickly
involve others. For instance, when Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, Russia mobilized to
support Serbia, prompting Germany to declare war on Russia.

- Diplomatic Failures: The rigid alliance commitments made diplomatic resolutions more challenging,
as nations were bound to support their allies even when they disagreed with the cause of the conflict.

Imperialism

Imperialism, the policy of extending a country's power and influence through colonization or military
force, was another critical cause of World War I. The competition for colonies and resources created
rivalries and conflicts among European powers.

Factors of Imperialism

- Colonial Rivalries: Nations such as Britain, France, and Germany competed fiercely for colonies in
Africa and Asia. This competition often led to confrontations and increased distrust among these
powers.

- Economic Interests: Nations sought new markets and resources, leading to economic tensions. The
scramble for Africa exemplified this rivalry, as European powers raced to claim territories.

- Crisis Events: Various crises, such as the Moroccan Crises between France and Germany,
demonstrated how imperial ambitions could lead to international tensions and confrontations.

Nationalism

Nationalism is the belief in the superiority of one's nation and the desire for national independence or
dominance. This fervent patriotism played a significant role in escalating tensions in Europe.



Expressions of Nationalism

- Ethnic Nationalism: In multi-ethnic empires like Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire, various
ethnic groups sought independence or greater autonomy. This unrest often destabilized these
empires and contributed to tensions with neighboring nations.

- National Pride and Rivalry: The intense pride in one's nation often translated into hostility toward
other nations. Countries celebrated military victories and historical grievances, fostering an
environment of competition.

- Pan-Slavism: Russia's support for Slavic nations, particularly Serbia, was driven by nationalist
sentiments. This created a direct conflict with Austria-Hungary, which sought to suppress Slavic
nationalism within its borders.

The Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, served as the
immediate trigger for World War I. This event set off a chain reaction of diplomatic failures and
military mobilizations.

Details of the Assassination

- Perpetrators: The assassination was carried out by Gavrilo Princip, a member of the nationalist group
known as the Black Hand, which sought to promote Serbian nationalism and sought to liberate Slavic
people from Austro-Hungarian rule.

- Austro-Hungarian Response: Following the assassination, Austria-Hungary sought to blame Serbia
and issued an ultimatum with harsh demands. Serbia's partial acceptance of these demands was
deemed insufficient, leading Austria-Hungary to declare war on July 28, 1914.

Conclusion: The Interconnected Causes of World War I

The causes of World War I are deeply interconnected. Militarism, alliances, imperialism, and
nationalism created a volatile environment in Europe, while the assassination of Archduke Franz
Ferdinand acted as the spark that ignited the powder keg.

Understanding these causes helps to illuminate the complexities of international relations in the early
20th century and the catastrophic consequences of a world driven by competitive nation-states. The
lessons learned from World War I continue to resonate today, reminding us of the importance of
diplomacy, cooperation, and the dangers of unchecked nationalistic fervor.

By analyzing this worksheet on the causes of World War I, students and readers can gain a clearer
picture of the factors that led to one of the most significant events in modern history.



Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main alliances formed before World War I?
The main alliances were the Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy) and the Triple
Entente (France, Russia, and the United Kingdom).

How did nationalism contribute to the outbreak of World War
I?
Nationalism led to competitive and antagonistic relationships among nations, fostering a climate
where conflicts could escalate into war, particularly in the Balkans.

What role did imperialism play in causing World War I?
Imperialism created rivalries among European powers as they competed for colonies and resources,
leading to tensions that contributed to the war.

How did the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand
trigger World War I?
The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary by a Serbian nationalist set off a
chain reaction of events, leading Austria-Hungary to declare war on Serbia.

What was the significance of the July Crisis of 1914?
The July Crisis was a series of diplomatic and military escalations after the assassination, which
ultimately resulted in the declaration of war among major powers.

How did militarism influence the causes of World War I?
Militarism created an arms race among nations, with countries building up large militaries and
promoting military solutions to conflicts, making war more likely.

What economic factors contributed to the tensions leading up
to World War I?
Economic rivalries, trade disputes, and competition for resources among industrialized nations
created friction that heightened tensions and conflicts.

What was the impact of the Balkan Wars on the lead-up to
World War I?
The Balkan Wars increased national tensions and rivalries in Southeast Europe, particularly between
Serbia and Austria-Hungary, setting the stage for World War I.



How did the concept of 'domino effect' relate to the alliances
in World War I?
The 'domino effect' refers to how the involvement of one nation due to its alliances led to the rapid
escalation of conflict, drawing in multiple countries into war.

What were the consequences of the Treaty of Versailles on
the outbreak of World War I?
The Treaty of Versailles was not directly related to the outbreak of World War I, but rather it was a
result of the war, creating conditions that led to World War II due to its harsh reparations on Germany.
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