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World War I 

 Lesson 1

World War I Begins
Key Terms and People
nationalism A devotion to the interests and culture of one’s nation

militarism Building up armed forces to prepare for war

Allies One side in World War I: Britain, France, and Russia, later joined by the 
United States

Central powers One side in World War I: Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the 
Ottoman Empire

balance of power Act of giving two different sides equal strength or power

Archduke Franz Ferdinand Young heir whose assassination triggered World War I

trench warfare Fighting between fortified ditches

“no man’s land” The space between armies fighting each other

Lusitania British passenger ship attacked and sunk by Germans

Sussex pledge A promise by the Germans not to sink vessels without warning

Zimmermann note Message proposing an alliance between Germany and Mexico

Before You Read
In the last lesson you learned how presidents Roosevelt and Wilson 
used American power around the world. In this lesson you will read 
how war broke out in Europe while the United States tried to remain 
neutral.

As You Read
Use a chart to take notes on the causes of World War I.

CAUSES OF WORLD WAR I
What conditions led to war?

Four main factors led to the outbreak 
of World War I in Europe. The first was 
nationalism—the belief  that the interests 
of a single country are more important 
than cooperation among countries. This 
led to competition and hard feelings. It 
also made ethnic groups want to gain 
independence for their nations.

The second cause was imperialism. 
Countries tried to increase their power 

and influence around the world. This led 
to competition among them in the 
contest for colonies under their control. 
These colonies would provide them both 
with raw materials and markets for 
selling manufactured goods.

The third main cause was militarism. 
Militarism meant building up armed 
forces. For example, Germany tried to 
build up its navy to match the strength 
of Britain’s. Both nations then competed 
to build the most battleships. Militarism 
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also meant using armed forces as tools 
for negotiating with other countries.

The fourth cause was the alliance 
system. Some countries in Europe had 
made treaties promising to defend each 
other. These mutual-defense treaties 
placed European countries in two main 
groups. The Allies were made up of 
France, Britain, and Russia. The Central 
powers were made up of Germany, 
Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman 
Empire. 

For a while, some European leaders 
thought the alliance created a balance  
of power. In other words, they believed 
the alliances gave the opposing sides 
equal strength. They hoped that this 
would keep a single nation from 
attacking another, which would lead to 
war. They would soon be proved wrong.

1. Name two causes of World War I.

WAR BREAKS OUT 
What sparked the war?

In 1914 Archduke Franz Ferdinand was 
assassinated. He had been the heir to the 
throne of Austria-Hungary. His killer 
was a Serb who wanted to unite all Serbs 
(including those in Austria-Hungary) 
under one government. This touched off  
an action to punish the Serbs. Austria-
Hungary declared war on Serbia.

The alliance system pulled one nation 
after another into the conflict. If  a 
nation had sworn to protect another, it 
had to declare war on that nation’s 
enemies. Germany and Austria-Hungary 
were facing France, Britain, and Russia. 
The conflict that became known as the 
Great War had begun.

Germany began by invading Belgium. 
It planned to overrun France and then 

to attack Russia. The British and French 
could not save Belgium. They did, 
however, manage to stop Germany’s 
advance.

Europeans soon discovered that the 
war would not be quick, as they 
originally thought. This occurred in part 
because of the development of trench 
warfare, in which armies fight in ditches 
to gain small amounts of land. By the 
spring of 1915, two lines of deep 
trenches had developed in France. The 
trenches stretched from the Belgian 
coast to the Swiss Alps. Germans 
occupied one line. The Allies occupied 
the other line. Between the two lines lay 
“no man’s land.” The soldiers would 
climb out of their trenches and try to 
overrun enemy lines. They did this while 
facing machine-gun fire and poison gas. 
In the trenches, soldiers suffered both 
dysentery and trench foot, which 
sometimes led to amputation of toes or 
even entire feet.

This bloody trench warfare continued 
for more than three years. Neither side 
gained territory, but more than 1 million 
soldiers died.

2. Why did the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand lead to 
fighting?

AMERICANS QUESTION 
NEUTRALITY
How did Americans feel about  
the war?

In the United States, public opinion 
about the war was strong but divided. 
Most Americans thought that the 
country should not join a fight 
thousands of miles away. Socialists saw 
the war as an imperialist struggle 
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between German and English 
businessmen. Pacifists believed that all 
wars were bad. They urged the United 
States to set an example for peace.  
Many other Americans simply did not 
want to send their sons to war.

Many naturalized U.S. citizens still 
had ties to the countries they came 
from. Many immigrants from Germany, 
for example, sympathized with 
Germany. Many naturalized citizens 
urged the United States to stay neutral 
and formed organizations to help the 
causes of their homelands.

Americans tended to sympathize with 
Britain and France. They shared a 
common language and heritage with 
Britain. They were horrified at Britain’s 
claims of German brutality. And they 
had strong economic ties with the Allies.

American business found it hard to 
remain neutral. After all, trade with 
Britain and France had long been 
stronger than trade with Germany. 
During the war, the Allies began to order 
more and more military supplies from 
American businesses. Some businesses 
tried to remain neutral by shipping goods 
to Germany as well, but this proved risky. 
The British navy often stopped such 
shipments. Also, many Americans voiced 
concern about German brutalities and 
warned that a German victory would be 
a threat to democracy. 

American banks loaned money to 
both sides but greatly favored Britain 
and the other Allies. Many Americans 
believed that United States prosperity 
depended on an Allied victory.

3. What were three things that 
influenced Americans’ feelings  
about the war?

THE WAR HITS HOME 
How did the war affect Americans?

The war affected American shipping. 
Britain set up a blockade along the 
German coast to keep goods from 
getting through. American ships would 
not challenge Britain’s blockade. German 
U-boats attacked ships from all nations. 
A U-boat sank the British ship Lusitania, 
killing more than 1,000 people, including 
128 Americans. Later, the Germans 
agreed in the Sussex pledge not to sink 
merchant ships without warning.

4. In what ways did the war affect 
American citizens?

THE UNITED STATES  
DECLARES WAR 
Why did the United States join  
the war? 

Three incidents brought the United 
States into the war. First, in January 
1917 Germany announced it would sink 
all ships in British waters on sight 
whether they were hostile or neutral. 
Second, British agents intercepted the 
Zimmermann note, a telegram that 
proposed an alliance between Germany 
and Mexico against the United States. 
Third, a change in government led 
Russia to remove itself  from the conflict. 
With Russia out, Americans considered 
the war a struggle of democracies 
against brutal monarchies. On April 6, 
1917, at President Wilson’s request, 
Congress declared war on Germany.

5. What are the three incidents that led 
the United States to declare war?
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Answer the following questions about the international politics that led 
to war in Europe.

How did the following help to ignite the war in Europe?

1. Nationalism

2. Imperialism

3. Militarism

4. Alliances

5. Assassination of Archduke Ferdinand

Why did the following groups of Americans tend to oppose U.S. participation  
in the war?

6. Naturalized citizens

7. Socialists

8. Pacifists

9. Parents

What did the following nations do to encourage U.S. participation in the war?

10. Britain 11. Germany 12. Russia
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