
Causes of World War I 
Although it was the assassination of the Austrian archduke, Franz Ferdinand that led to the outbreak 

of World War One in August 1914, the actual causes of the war were more complicated and not 
confined to a single cause. 

 

Militarism 
Militarism means that the army and military forces are viewed as high 

importance by the government. Militarism grew throughout Europe during the 
late 1800s and early 1900s. Most countries decided that building up their 
armed forces was the only way to protect themselves and their newly 
conquered empires. This was seen as a threat to rival nations. As a result, 
rival nations built up their empires. Germany, France, and Russia developed 
huge armies during this time by requiring citizens to serve in the military for a 

certain period of time. This is known as conscription or as a “draft.” Great 

Britain was the world’s largest and power navy at this time. When Germany 

started to build up their navy, Great Britain saw this as a threat. A bitter rivalry 
soon began between Great Britain and Germany.  
 
 
 

Alliances 

An alliance is an agreement made between two 
or more countries to give each other help if it is 
needed. When an alliance is signed, those 
countries become known as Allies. There were two 
main alliances formed, the Triple Entente and the 
Triple Alliance. The Triple Entente (Allied Powers) 
was made up of France, Great Britain, and Russia. 
The Triple Alliance (Central Powers) was made up 
of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. These 
were important because they meant that some 
countries had no option but to declare war if one of 
their allies declared war first.  

 
 
 

 Imperialism 
 

Imperialism is when a country takes over new lands or countries 
and makes them subject to their rule. By 1900 the British 
Empire extended over five continents and France had control of 
large areas of Africa. The amount of lands 'owned' by Britain 
and France increased the rivalry with Germany who had 
entered the scramble to acquire colonies late and only had 
small areas of Africa. This led Europeans to compete for world 

power. This is also why European cultures are seen all around the world today.  
 

Nationalism 
Nationalism is a feeling of intense loyalty and pride to one’s country. This caused tension in Europe 

and led to the birth of new nations, like Italy (1861) and Germany (1871). The actions of Germany 
soon challenged the position of older nations such as Britain and France. At the same time, the 
spread of nationalism threatened to break apart other countries in Europe.  
 
 


