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World War I 
A Half-Century of Crisis and 
Achievement (1900–1945) 
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Why were there tensions between European 
nations?

By the end of this section, you will have learned about 
the causes of World War I, and be able to answer the 

following key questions:

How was Europe divided in the early 20th 
century?

How would new technologies affect warfare?

The road to war
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Looking back timeline
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Though these advancements generally 
improved people’s quality of life, new 
types of weapons were also developed. 
Cannons that fired high explosive 
shells, machine guns and large 
submarines would help shape modern 
warfare, along with the development of 
chemical weapons such as tear gas.

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, a great number of 
technological advancements were made. Some of the key 
inventions from the period include:

railroads steamships airplanes

the telegraph barbed wire

Technological achievements
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How do you think these inventions were used for war?

New technology
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Through the 19th and early 20th centuries, rivalries between 
European nations grew, as countries strove to increase their 
power and influence.

This was especially true for Germany. 
Now unified, Germans desired the 
wealth and status enjoyed by nations 
like France and Britain, and envied 
the vast British empire. 

This period also saw a growth in popular nationalism. 
Citizens became increasingly proud of their country and 
sought not only to defend its honor, but also to spread its glory 
to other nations through colonization, or imperialism. 

How do you think nationalism might affect 
people’s willingness to go to war in 1914?

The growth of nationalism



© Boardworks 20128 of 11

New alliances
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At the beginning of the 20th century, there was no international 
peace-keeping organization. Disputes were often settled by 
force, and the policy of militarism was common.

Many nations glorified the military and equated having a 
strong and powerful army with being a great nation. Militarism 
was therefore strongly linked to patriotism and national pride.

Despite his links to the British crown and the 
Russian Tsar, Kaiser Wilhelm II was a great 
advocate of German militarism. As political and 
economic tensions ran high, Germany began a 
process of rapid industrialization, increasing 
the size and power of its military. 

Militarism
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The arms race

Wishing to defend their 
homelands and empires, Russia, 
Britain and France responded by 
pouring a great deal of resources 
into enhancing their own armed 
forces. All the major powers in 
Europe had soon been drawn 
into an escalating arms race.

Complex plans for the mobilization of troops were put in place 
as these nations prepared for war. 

Great Britain had long dominated the seas with its superior 
naval force, but Germany embarked upon a process of intense 
ship-building in the hope of surpassing the British.
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