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WORLD WAR I 

CAUSES OF THE WAR 

World War I (1914-1918) had various causes, some of which had been present for a long time and 
were remote causes of political, economic, military, social and cultural nature. 

Political Causes 
Political causes concerned the contrasts between European countries and some internal political 
issues, namely: 
• a desire by the French to avenge the terrible defeat they had suffered at the hands of the 

Germans in the 1870-71 war, with the subsequent loss and revanche of the territories of Alsace 
and Lorraine;  

• the centuries-old rivalry between Austria and Russia for the dominance in the Balkan area;  
• the unrest of the various nationalities within the Austro-Hungarian Empire, particularly that of 

Slavs and Italians in the Trentino and Venezia Giulia regions;  
• the crisis of the Ottoman Empire, heightened by the Balkan Wars in 1912-13 and by the 

Bucharest treaty, that urged Turkey to seek stronger bonds with Austria;  
• the presence of two opposing set of States: the Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria, Italy) and the 

Triple Entente (United Kingdom, France, Russia).  
 
Economic Causes  
The main economic causes were:  
• the economic rivalry - that also concerned the colonies - between Great Britain and Germany, 

especially because of the fast industrial growth of the latter. From the Bismarck era, German 
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governments had aimed at controlling Mitteleuropa (the central European area) and pursued an 
expansionist economic policy. Between 1887 and 1912, the volume of German trade had more 
than doubled growing at a faster rate than that of other industrial countries. Moreover, the 
growing economic presence of Germany in the Balkan area and in the Middle East worried both 
the British and the Russians who held strong interests in those areas;  

• all industrial powers needed to expand their markets and secure the supply of raw materials. To 
this end they had created large colonial empires that they had to defend and if possible expand. 

Thus reasons for conflicts emerged where the zones of influence were not clearly defined and 
where other countries saw the possibilities of increasing their trading activities.  
 
Military Causes  
Military causes can be found in the militarism of the great powers and in the “arms race” 
undertaken by the major industrial European countries. In this situation the pressure from strong 
industrial groups - especially the owners of armaments factories and of heavy industries in general 
- played a dominant role.  
 
Cultural Causes  
From the early years of 1900, an attitude in favor of the war became common in large sectors of 
the populations. Governments choosing to declare war or to enter existing conflicts were helped 
by: 
• rampant nationalism;  
• racist theories on the defence of national identity;  
• the application of Darwinism (social Darwinism) in international relations, i.e. the belief that 

war among States was the equivalent of the fight for survival in nature;  
• the fact that many young men viewed war as the only chance for a change in the social and 

political situation - an occasion for self-fulfillment.  

 
THE EVENT THAT TRIGGERED THE WAR  

In the above mentioned context, a “spark” was sufficient to start the 
conflict. The spark was lit on June 28th 1914 when a Serbian 
nationalist, Gavrilo Princip, killed archduke Francis Ferdinand, heir to 
the Austrian throne, and his wife in Sarajevo, during their visit to the 
town (at the time part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire). 
The attack had been planned in Belgrade, and the Serbian government 
had not tried to prevent it, according to the Austrians. Austria actually 
exploited the felony to justify a military aggression against Serbia and 
finally solve the Balkan issue. On July 23rd Austria sent an ultimatum 
to Serbia demanding that in 48 hours it:  
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• suppressed the irredentist Slav organizations;  
• banned any form of anti-Austrian propaganda;  
• started an enquiry on the attack led by a mixed Serbian-Austrian committee.  
The requests were deliberately humiliating. The Serbian government had no choice but to reject 
the requests because it would otherwise have meant renouncing full sovereignty on its territory. 
Consequently, Austria declared war on Serbia on July 28th.  

KEY CONCEPT 
Arms Race - An arms race, in its original usage, is a competition between two or more parties to 
have the best armed forces. Each party competes to produce larger numbers of weapons, greater 
armies, superior military technology, etc. in a technological escalation. International conflict specialist 
Alex Upton defines the term as “the participation of two or more nation-states in apparently competitive or 
interactive increases in quantity or quality of war material and/or persons under arms”. 
Racism - It is a product of the complex interaction in a given society of a race-based worldview with 
prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination. Racism can be present in social actions, practices, or 
political systems (e.g., apartheid) that support the expression of prejudice or aversion in 
discriminatory practices. The ideology underlying racist practices often includes the idea that humans 
can be subdivided into distinct groups that are different in their social behavior and innate capacities 
and that can be ranked as inferior or superior. Racist ideology can become manifest in many aspects 
of social life. Social actions can be based in human ideas and associated with xenophobia, otherness, 
segregation, hierarchical ranking, supremacism, and related social phenomena. 
Social Darwinism - It is a name given to various theories of society which emerged in the United 
Kingdom, North America, and Western Europe in the 1870s, and which claim to apply biological 
concepts of natural selection and survival of the fittest to sociology and politics. Economically, social 
Darwinists argue that the strong should see their wealth and power increase while the weak should 
see their wealth and power decrease. Different social-Darwinist groups have differing views about 
which groups of people are considered to be the strong and which groups of people are considered to 
be the weak, and they also hold different opinions about the precise mechanisms that should be used 
to reward strength and punish weakness. Many such views stress competition between individuals in 
laissez-faire capitalism, while others are claimed to have motivated ideas of authoritarianism, 
eugenics, racism, imperialism, fascism, Nazism, and struggle between national or racial groups. 

MEANING OF … 
ISSUE: a subject or problem that is often discussed or argued about, especially a social or political 
matter that affects the interests of a lot of people (questione). 
AT THE HANDS OF (SOMEBODY): caused or done by a particular person (per mano di). 
UNREST: a political situation in which people protest or behave violently (malcontento). 
SEEK: to try to achieve or get something (cercare). 
BOND: something that unites two or more people or groups, such as love, or a shared interest or 
idea (legame). 
SET: a group of similar things that belong together or are related in some way (gruppo, insieme). 
LATTER: the second of two people or things just mentioned (il secondo di due). 
PURSUE: to try to attain (perseguire). 
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SUPPLY: food, clothes, and things necessary for daily life or for a particular purpose, especially for a 
group of people over a period of time (fornitura). 
RAW MATERIAL: substances in a natural state and not treated or prepared for use (materia prima). 
END: an aim or purpose, or the result you hope to achieve (scopo, fine, obiettivo). 
UNDERTAKE: to accept that you are responsible for a piece of work, and start to do it 
(intraprendere). 
SELF-FULFILLMENT: the feeling of being happy and satisfied with your life because you are doing  
interesting, useful, or important things (autorealizzazione, realizzazione personale). 
SPARK: a small action or event that causes something to happen, especially trouble or violence 
(scintilla). 
LIGHT: to start to burn, or to make something start to burn (accendere). 
HEIR: the person who has the legal right to receive the property or title of another person when they 
die (erede). 
AT THE TIME: at a particular moment or period in the past when something happened (a quell’epoca, 
a quel tempo). 
EXPLOIT: to try to get as much as you can out of a situation, sometimes unfairly (sfruttare). 
FELONY: a serious crime such as murder (reato, crimine). 
COMMITTEE: a group of people chosen to do a particular job, make decisions etc (commissione). 
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