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THE SIMPLE ANSWER: WW1
STARTED IN WHAT YEAR?

When  asked,  "WW1  started  in  what
year?"  the  answer  is  straightforward:
1914. The conflict, known at the time as
the Great War and later as World War I,
began in  late July  1914 and escalated
through August of  that year.  However,
the question of  when the war actually
started is  more complex than a single
date on a calendar. It involves a web of

alliances,  political  maneuvers,  and  a
single event that lit the fuse on a powder
keg that had been building for decades.
Understanding the year 1914 is essential
to understanding the 20th century. The
assassination  of  Archduke  Franz
Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian
throne, on June 28, 1914, in Sarajevo, is
the  event  most  commonly  associated
with the outbreak of the war. Yet that
assassination  alone  did  not  cause  a
world war. It was the system of alliances,
the rivalries between empires, and the
aggressive nationalism of  the era  that
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transformed  a  regional  crisis  into  a
global catastrophe.

The Immediate
Trigger: The
Assassination of
Archduke Franz
Ferdinand
The assassination on June 28, 1914, by
Gavr i lo  Pr inc ip,  a  Bosnian  Serb
nationalist, was the spark. Princip was a
member of  a secret society called the
Black Hand, which sought to free Bosnia
from Austro-Hungarian rule and unite it

with  Serbia.  The  Archduke’s  visit  to
Sarajevo,  the  provincial  capital  of
Bosnia, was seen by Serbian nationalists
as a provocation. After a series of failed
attempts by other conspirators,  Princip
succeeded  in  shoot ing  both  the
Archduke  and  his  wife  Sophie.
While this act horrified Europe, it was not
immediately clear that it would lead to
war.  Many  expected  a  diplomatic
resolution.  However,  Austria-Hungary
saw  the  assassination  as  a  perfect
opportunity  to  crush  Serbia,  which  it
viewed  as  a  threat  to  its  multi-ethnic
empire. With the backing of its powerful
ally,  Germany,  Austria-Hungary  issued
an ultimatum to Serbia on July 23, 1914,
that  was  deliberately  designed  to  be
rejected.
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The July Crisis:
From Regional
Conflict to World
War
The  period  between  the  assassination
and the actual start of fighting is known
as  the  July  Crisis.  This  month-long
diplomatic  scramble  saw a  cascade of
decis ions  that  made  war  almost
inevitable.  Understanding  this  crisis
when answering "WW1 started in what
year" shows that the year is only part of
the story.
Serbia, seeking to avoid war, accepted

most of the ultimatum's terms, but not
all.  Austria-Hungary,  unsatisfied,
declared war on Serbia on July 28, 1914.
This  triggered  a  chain  reaction  of
mobilizations  and  declarations:

Russia, a Slavic ally of Serbia,
began mobilizing its enormous
army against Austria-Hungary.
Germany, seeing Russian
mobilization as a threat, declared
war on Russia on August 1, 1914.
France, allied with Russia, began
mobilizing, and Germany declared
war on France on August 3, 1914.
Germany then invaded neutral
Belgium as part of its Schlieffen
Plan, which aimed to quickly
defeat France before turning on
Russia. This brought Great
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Britain into the war on August 4,
1914, due to a treaty guaranteeing
Belgian neutrality.

By  the  end  of  the  first  week  of  August
1914, the major European powers were
at war. This is why when someone asks
"WW1  started  in  what  year",  the
universally  accepted  answer  is  1914.
The  conflict  that  began  that  summer
would  last  unti l  November  1918,
reshaping the world order forever.

The Underlying
Causes: Why

1914 Was the
Year of War
The assassination was the trigger,  but
the deeper causes had been festering for
years. These are the reasons why 1914,
rather than 1913 or 1915, became the
year  the  war  started.  Key  factors
included:

1. THE ALLIANCE SYSTEM

Europe  was  divided  into  two  major
alliance  blocs.  The  Triple  Entente
consisted of  France,  Russia,  and Great
Britain.  The  Triple  Alliance  originally
included Germany, Austria-Hungary, and
Italy (though Italy would not join the war
on the side of its allies in 1914). These
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alliances  meant  that  a  conflict  between
two  nations  could  quickly  draw  in  all
major  powers.  When  Austria-Hungary
declared  war  on  Serb ia ,  Russ ia
mobilized,  forcing  Germany  to  declare
war on Russia, and so on. The alliance
system  is  a  c r i t i ca l  concept  to
understand  when  studying  1914.

2. MILITARISM AND ARMS RACES

In the decades before 1914, the great
powers  had  been  building  up  their
armies and navies at an unprecedented
pace.  Germany  and  Great  Britain
engaged  in  a  fierce  naval  arms  race.
Continental powers such as France and
Germany had large standing armies and
detailed  war  plans.  This  militaristic
culture made war seem not just possible
but inevitable. By 1914, the machinery

of war was ready to roll.

3. IMPERIALISM AND NATIONALISM

Competition  for  colonies  in  Africa  and
Asia  had  created  tension  between
European powers.  Germany felt  that  it
was being denied its "place in the sun,"
while  France  and  Britain  sought  to
protect their empires. At the same time,
nationalism  was  on  the  rise.  In  the
Balkans,  Slavic  peoples  wanted
independence  f rom  the  Austro-
Hungarian and Ottoman Empires. Serbia
wanted  to  unite  all  southern  Slavs,  a
goal  that  directly  threatened  Austria-
Hungary.  Nationalism  also  caused
internal divisions within empires, making
leaders more willing to risk war to unite
their people.
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4. THE BLANK CHECK

A crucial  factor  was  the  unconditional
support  Germany  gave  to  Austria-
Hungary  after  the  assassination,  often
called the "blank check." Kaiser Wilhelm
II assured Austria-Hungary that Germany
would stand by its ally, no matter what.
This  emboldened  Austria-Hungary  to
take a hard line against Serbia, knowing
it  had a powerful  backer.  Without  this
assurance,  the  crisis  might  have been
contained.

The First Shots:
The Battle of the

Frontiers
Once  the  declarations  were  made  in
August 1914, the fighting began quickly.
The  German  army  implemented  the
Schlieffen  Plan,  sweeping  through
Belgium and into northern France. The
French  army  launched  offensives  into
A l s a c e - L o r r a i n e .  T h e  B r i t i s h
Expeditionary Force arrived to help the
French. The early weeks of the war saw
massive casualties,  and by September,
the armies had settled into the trench
lines  that  would  define  the  Western
Front for years. So the question "WW1
started in  what  year"  is  answered not
only by the declarations of war but by
the first major battles of the conflict.
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Did the United
States Enter in
1914?
No. When asked about the United States
in the context of "WW1 started in what
year,"  it's  important  to  clarify  that
America  remained  neutral  in  1914.
President  Woodrow  Wilson  declared
neutrality, and most Americans wanted
to  stay  out  of  what  they  saw  as  a
European war. The U.S. did not enter the
w a r  u n t i l  1 9 1 7 ,  a f t e r  G e r m a n
unrestricted submarine warfare and the
Zimmermann  Telegram  pushed
American  publ ic  opinion  toward
intervention. But the war itself began in

1914.

The Global
Reach of a War
That Began in
1914
What  started  as  a  conflict  between
Austria-Hungary  and  Serbia  quickly
spread around the world. Because of the
empires  involved,  colonies  in  Africa,
Asia, and the Pacific were drawn into the
fighting.  The  Ottoman  Empire  entered
the  war  on  the  side  of  the  Central
Powers (Germany and Austria-Hungary)
in late 1914. Japan, honoring an alliance
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with  Great  Britain,  declared  war  on
Germany  in  August  1914  and  seized
German-held  islands  in  the  Pacific  and
the port of Qingdao in China. The war
truly became a world war by the end of
that year.

Why the Year
1914 Matters in
Historical
Context
The  answer  to  "WW1 started  in  what
year" is not just a trivia fact. It marks a
turning point in modern history. The war
that began in 1914 ended the old world

order  of  empires,  introduced  new
technologies  of  killing  (machine  guns,
poison gas, tanks, aircraft),  and led to
revolutionary  changes  in  politics  and
society. The Russian Revolution of 1917,
the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian and
Ottoman Empires, and the eventual rise
of fascism and Nazism can all be traced
back to the decisions made in July and
August 1914.
Historians  continue  to  debate  whether
the war could have been avoided. Some
argue  that  a  different  diplomatic
response  in  July  1914  could  have
prevented the catastrophes of the next
four years. Others believe that the deep
structural  forces  of  mi l i tar ism,
nationalism,  imperialism,  and  alliance
systems  made  a  large-scale  war
inevitable,  though  the  precise  timing
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depended on the assassination.

Common
Misconceptions
About the Start
Year
Occasionally,  people  mistake  the  year
the  war  began.  Some  may  think  it
started in 1917 when the United States
entered,  or  in  1915  with  the  Gallipoli
campaign.  The  correct  answer,  of
course, is 1914. Another misconception
is  that  the  assassination  immediately
caused the war. In reality, there was a
month-long  period  of  tension  and

diplomacy.  The question "WW1 started
in what year" is simple, but the path to
that year is complex and full of human
decisions,  misjudgments,  and  national
pride.

Conclusion
To  summarize,  the  answer  to  "WW1
started  in  what  year"  is  1914.  The
assassination  of  Archduke  Franz
Ferdinand  on  June  28,  1914,  set  off  a
chain reaction that resulted in the major
European powers declaring war by early
A u g u s t .  T h e  u n d e r l y i n g
causes—al l iances ,  mi l i tar i sm,
imperialism, and nationalism—had been
building  for  decades.  The  year  1914
marks  the  beginning  of  a  conflict  that
killed  millions,  redrew  borders,  and



10

10 Ww 1 Started In What Year 2026-06-03

shaped  the  world  we  live  in  today.
Understanding  why  the  war  started  in
that  specific  year  helps  us  appreciate

how  fragile  peace  can  be  and  how
quickly  a  local  crisis  can  spiral  into  a
global disaster.


